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Abstract 
Business incubation has grown in popularity over recent decades. Reviewing the incubation 
literature revealed that little attention had been paid to the experiences of the incubated 
entrepreneurs (the human dimension) themselves or to the social aspects (the social dimension) 
of the incubation process. This was identified as a significant gap in the literature, given the 
intense nature of the incubation experience for entrepreneurs and its potential implications for 
their business development. To explore this neglected ‘social dimension’ of incubation, the 
Thesis utilised a provisional theoretical framework derived from micro-sociology (Interaction 
Ritual Chain Theory, Impression Management and Framing) to capture the contextual, 
interpersonal and individual levels of incubator experience. This framework was 
operationalised through a qualitative/ethnographic investigation using semi-structured 
interviews, overt-observations and Participant-Led Photography within three business 
incubator sites which were part of a larger incubator organisation. The unit of analysis and 
focus of this research was the incubatee (the entrepreneur) within the incubator setting. As such 
21 entrepreneurs were purposively sampled across these incubators. The resulting data analysis 
was informed partly by questions deriving from the theoretical framework and partly by an 
openness to emergent themes and issues generated inductively from the data. The findings 
revealed across all three incubator sites that organisational practices, especially around 
membership and spatial layout, created barriers to social interaction. Where intense energy 
forming interaction was observed among members, it tended to be in small working groups in 
co-located working spaces. Organisational practices to stimulate social engagement proved 
relatively ineffective. The research findings provide important insights into business 
incubation’s social aspect, thereby advancing the limited extant knowledge in this area and 
extending existing understandings about entrepreneurs’ everyday incubator lives. The value 
this research brings to existing knowledge and literature on entrepreneurship and incubation is 
that, for the first known time, the views of the participants (the incubated entrepreneurs 
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themselves), has been inductively captured as they journey the incubation process in a rich and 
meaningful way. Thus, the research contributes to theory by advancing and adapting detailed 
understanding of Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (Collins, 2004). It 
also adds to methodological understanding of inductive approaches, particularly regarding the 
adoption of Participant-Led-Photography in entrepreneurship research. Its contribution to 
practice is to recognise for the first-time incubator social dynamics that can impact 
entrepreneurs, particularly within an incubator setting.
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Chapter introduction 
This Chapter sets out to introduce the value, purpose and focus of this research study.  The 
discussion starts with Joseph Mancuso, an industrial landlord and an entrepreneur, who 
converted and subsequently leased, a site in Bativa, New York, for tenant entrepreneurs and 
their new businesses. Thus, Bativa has become widely recognised as the ‘first’ business 
incubator and in a sense the ‘start-point’ for incubator research and the rapid diffusion (numbers 
and configurations) we see today (Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014). One such organisation is 
Portmanteau (a pseudonym adopted by the researcher for participant confidentiality), which is 
a collaboration of five Universities in the South East of England, and the empirical focus of this 
research. The purpose is to investigate the under-explored ‘human dimension’ of business 
incubation from the perspective of the incubatees themselves, namely the entrepreneurs within 
the incubators. The value this brings to existing knowledge, and literature on entrepreneurship 
and incubation, is that the perspectives of the entrepreneurs themselves are inductively captured 
as they journey the incubation process.  As will be evidenced in this Chapter and the review of 
literature (see Chapter Two), these perspectives have hitherto largely been ignored in the 
academic literature.  
1.2 Value, purpose and focus of the research study 
It is widely accepted in the literature that the business incubator has been in existence since the 
1950s when an industrial centre in Batavia, New York, was converted to host multiple 
businesses under one roof (Aernoudt, 2004; Hackett and Dilts, 2004). As these facilities were 
developed they provided a physical space for new businesses and offered basic packages of 
business support to their tenants. Since then, the incubation concept has grown significantly 
and spread from the United States across the world in numerous forms and configurations. In 
the UK alone, NESTA (a global innovation foundation) report that there are approximately 300 
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business incubators active in the UK (Dee et al., 2011). Whilst this rapid growth is regarded as 
an encouraging sign for the incubation industry, there still remains little consensus relating to 
what business incubation actually involves or what elements contribute to success (Bearse, 
1993; Bergek and Norrman, 2008; Campbell, 1989; Lee and Osteryoung, 2004; Lumpkin and 
Ireland, 1988; Smilor and Gill; 1986; Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014).   
One of the key points to emerge from a review of the incubation research literature is the lack 
of attention that has been paid to the ‘human dimension’ and the innovations they are seeking 
to diffuse, in comparison to the detailed and comprehensive “description of incubator facilities” 
(Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.74). In many respects it seems as if researchers have been content 
to treat the incubator itself as a ‘black box’, whereby the transformation of inputs (such as 
investment, infrastructure and strategies) into outputs (such as the throughput of developing 
businesses) is treated largely as an unproblematic given.  
However, what is increasingly recognised in entrepreneurship is the importance of the social 
dimension for a comprehensive understanding of entrepreneurial behaviour (Di Domenico et 
al., 2010; Goss, 2005a; 2005b), and the failure of incubation researchers to apply the insights 
gained from the sociology and psychology of entrepreneurship to incubated entrepreneurship 
is striking. This is all the more surprising as a number of researchers Hackett and Dilts (2004); 
Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, (2010) have alluded, implicitly and explicitly, to the distinctly social 
content of the ‘black box’ (see Chapter Two below), but few have ventured to fully lift the lid 
Hackett and Dilts (2004); Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, (2010).  
Much research into the human dimension of entrepreneurship has been dominated by 
psychological approaches and, until relatively recently with a growing interest in social 
psychology (Baron, 2007; Chell, 2001; Shepherd and Haynie, 2009), these have tended to focus 
on the individual mind rather than the social context, such as an incubator (for a critique see 
Goss et al., 2011). Similarly, sociological approaches to entrepreneurship have often either 
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been concerned with macro-structures such as market and class positions (Goffee and Scase, 
1995; Rainie, 1989) or, more recently, micro-relations attached to wider social developments, 
such as gender relations, new technologies and new working patterns (Di Domenico et al., 
2014; Doern and Goss, 2013a, 2013b). Within this context it is arguable that incubation has not 
been recognised in the academic literature as a significant structural factor, nor as something 
especially novel or topical. Such an assessment may have been encouraged, perversely, by the 
very lack of social research on incubation and the dominance of approaches rooted in 
economics, making it appear relatively unappealing as a subject for social research. Finally, 
even within the entrepreneurship field, incubation has occupied a relatively niche position and, 
apart from a number of exceptions (Aernoudt, 2004; Kuratko and LaFollette, 1987), has not 
figured as prominently as it arguably could have in the leading peer-reviewed journals, further 
marginalising it as a fruitful research area.  
As was noted above, and will be discussed more fully in Chapter Two, this lack of academic 
research interest seems unwarranted. Incubation is a significant activity world-wide, involving 
many thousands of people at any one time. It consumes significant investments in resources, 
brokers important relationships based on knowledge-transfer, and has produced some highly 
successful businesses. At one level, as all of these activities are undertaken through the medium 
of social relationships, there is potentially much to be gained from developing a social 
understanding of the incubation process as is the case with the present study. As noted by 
Scillitoe and Chakrabarti (2010), it is the lived experiences of incubatees during the process of 
incubation that hold the “greatest research potential” for understanding the process of 
incubation (Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, 2010, p.157).  
To explore this potential is to understand, for the first time in the case of research on incubation, 
the social dynamics of incubation through a micro-sociological lens. The value of conducting 
this study and form of analysis is therefore significant. This study enables a better informed 
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and multifaceted appreciation about the everyday lived experiences of entrepreneurs (the unit 
of analysis) who work within such spaces. Moreover, this research contributes to the paucity of 
existing knowledge in this area and provides a more nuanced conceptual understanding of the 
entrepreneur’s perspective as well as the different types of social interaction that materially 
shape the ways in which they navigate their experiences and develop their ventures within the 
business incubator. As well as enhancing our conceptual understanding, this study has an 
important practical value too, that is, it recognises that the organisation (the business incubator) 
places implications (both physically and managerially) on the social dynamics which materially 
change the felt experiences of the entrepreneurs within. Thus, this empirical study has the 
potential to further help entrepreneurs (and incubator managers to understand the social 
dynamics of facility) to deal with some of the pressures they confront as they progress through 
the incubation journey with their new-ventures. 
In addition to the above rationale for developing a better understanding of social relationships 
within the incubation process, the researcher also has a personal interest in carrying out the 
study. In 2006 he started to develop a technical textile (using a UVB transmittent material that 
he patented in the United Kingdom and Gulf Corporation Council) for combatting vitamin D 
deficiency in societies where it is necessary for women to be veiled due to religious or cultural 
norms. To develop his idea, the researcher was able to secure a place on an incubation 
programme (at a Portmanteau incubator) and stayed as a tenant from June 2006 to June 2008 
as a full member. Experience of life as an incubated entrepreneur (an incubatee) and the daily 
processes of business incubation at first-hand, particularly the roller coaster ride of business 
development, gave him a vivid insight into this way of life. After this period, he also undertook 
an Executive MBA at the University of Surrey (to learn how to run a business) and it was 
towards the end of this period that his interest in studying and researching incubation was 
created. On completion of the MBA (gaining a Distinction) he was accepted onto the PhD 
programme at the same University, intending to research the incubation process. It was during 
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this time that he became aware, from carrying out thorough literature searches and in-depth 
reading, of how ‘clinical’ and ‘detached’ most of the incubation literature was. This was in 
stark contrast to what he had experienced as a participant in the actual process. Thus, there was 
a desire to ‘set the record straight’ and to provide a more grounded and nuanced account of 
incubator life – exploring the good, the bad and the ugly (c.f., Goss, 1991, p. xi). This he felt 
would not only make a useful contribution to the literature on incubation but would also alert 
academics and entrepreneurs to the highs and lows of this process and to the layered social 
dynamics negotiated in daily interactions by the key actors within the multiple spaces of the 
incubator. 
Given this personal insight into the incubation process, it was decided that it would be an ideal 
opportunity to undertake an ethnographic investigation. This had the advantage of leveraging 
the researcher’s existing contacts to facilitate a high level of access and, from a methodological 
standpoint, of enabling the collection of detailed and rich qualitative data, generally regarded 
as the most appropriate way of approaching a complex but under-research social context. The 
intricacies of this approach are fully discussed in Chapter Four (Methods and Methodology). 
The decision to embrace an ethnographic approach pointed to the use of multiple methods and 
it was decided to combine conventional semi-structured interviews with non-participant 
observation and, more innovatively, Participant-Led-Photography (Boulton, et al., 2018; Short 
and Warren, 2012; Vartiainen and Enkenberg, 2014 and Warren and Parker-Lee, 2009). The 
choice of adopting these methods was due to the research design and driven by the research 
questions which by their nature require a rich data source, capable of establishing incubator life 
with verisimilitude.  
Also emerging from these considerations was a decision relating to the theoretical stance that 
could be adopted. The ethnographic focus pointed towards theories of micro-level social 
dynamics and, influenced by the work of one of his supervisors (Professor David Goss), it was 
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decided to consider using ideas originating in the classic work of Erving Goffman (Presentation 
of Self (1959); Frame Analysis (1974), Asylums (1961), Stigma (1986)) and, more recently, 
Randall Collins (Interaction Ritual Chain Theory, (1994)). These writers provided a conceptual 
language that was sufficiently precise to allow the technical description of social processes, but 
sufficiently flexible and open-ended not to require the adoption of a hypothesis-testing 
approach (the latter being inappropriate for an essentially exploratory ethnographic study given 
the research focus and identified extant gap in research knowledge that the researcher sought 
to address). Thus, the concepts of Interaction Rituals, Impression Management, and Framing 
were developed to help structure the data collection and analysis alongside an ongoing 
commitment to developing emergent insights and, where necessary, to refine or extend these 
conceptual lenses. The findings are shown in Chapter Five, Part I - Interaction Rituals and 
Chapter Six, Part II – Impression Management and Framing. This demonstrates and evidences 
the way in which the theoretical framework, interpretative findings and subsequent 
contributions emerged.  
The researcher was successful in gaining research access to three of the incubators attached to 
a consortium of Universities, one of which was the incubator where the researcher had 
progressed his own business. The unit of analysis and focus of the investigation are the 
individual incubatees within Portmanteau incubators i.e. the entrepreneurs attempting to 
progress their new-ventures. These individuals were selected as the unit of analysis as they had 
significant experience of and insight into the inner culture (everyday lived experiences) and 
workings of daily incubator life and both influence, and are affected by, the strategy, structure 
and systems of the incubator. These contextual issues frame their lived experiences, acting as 
antecedent factors that can affect the social dynamics of interactions within the incubator.  
These individuals provided the opportunity for the researcher to enter their world and 
understand their social dynamics of everyday life. These entrepreneurs were purposively 
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sampled (the sampling strategy is described in Chapter Four) from across the three participating 
Portmanteau incubators. This culminated in a total of twenty-one entrepreneurs (18 males and 
three females) being recruited for the study that comprised of 17 full members (those offered a 
desk, unlimited access with the incubator and a package of support) and four virtual members 
(those a package of support only). Their businesses were early to middle stage, mostly pre-
revenue, seeking investment and broadly considered to be in the high tech, high growth sector.  
As is often the case with field research, there were a number of difficulties as the research 
unfolded, not least (and despite an initial face-to-face agreement) the unwillingness of one of 
the incubators to allow the level of access available at the other two. As this only emerged as 
the fieldwork developed there was no viable alternative (within the time frame and budget of 
the PhD) other than to try to make the best of the limited access available in one of the 
incubators. This is apparent in the reporting of findings and is discussed in terms of validity 
issues in Chapter Four and limitations in Chapter Seven. A large body of data was collected 
across all three incubators, providing a rare social insight into the nature and complex social 
dynamics of incubator life. The value of this study therefore lies in its contributions to 
knowledge in three areas: theoretical; methodological; and practical. Each of these is explained 
below and further expanded on in Chapter Seven. 
1.2.1 Theoretical contribution 
Theoretically, the study provides empirical weight to the usefulness of contemporary theories 
of social interaction within entrepreneurship by fleshing out issues around Interaction Rituals 
and entrepreneurial emotions that, to date, have been largely abstract in nature (e.g., Goss, 
2005a; 2005b; Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2018). This helps to establish these theories as viable 
contributions to entrepreneurship research, in particular business incubation.  This research, has 
for the first time, studied the incubator context, thus studying it is theoretically important in 
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terms of gaining a better understanding of factors shaping incubator life and how that might 
influence who is chosen to become incubatees (whether full or virtual membership). 
It also provides useful insights by developing a multi-level framework which integrates a 
conception of the organised social context (Interaction Rituals) with interpersonal dynamics 
(Impression Management) and subjective meaning (Framing).  
1.2.2 Methodological contribution 
Methodologically the use of a qualitative ethnographic approach represents a novel way to 
study incubated entrepreneurs, especially using the theoretical framework (Interaction Ritual 
Chain Theory, Impression Management and Framing) discussed in Chapter Three.  The 
application and particular combination of data collection methods (semi-structured interviews, 
observations and Participant-Led Photography) in the context of business incubation has never 
been used before. The final Chapter pulls (Chapter Seven) together what was learned from 
combining these methods and points to the insights that might have been lost or overlooked, 
i.e. limitations of the research.    In addition, the relative novelty of Participant Led-Photography 
has allowed this study to add further confirmation of the usefulness of this approach within 
social research, particularly when unpacking issues around the social dynamics of incubator 
life as well as entrepreneurial identity (Down, 2010; 2006) and liminality (Di Domenico, et al., 
2014). 
Moving between these levels allows for novel insights into the organisational tensions to 
emerge, especially around meaning construction (individual and group) and how one level of 
experience can, unintentionally, take on a dominant role with significant implications for the 
others.  The emergent data also allows questions to be raised about some aspects of, in 
particular, Interaction Ritual Chain Theory regarding the pervasiveness of such forms of social 
organisation. 
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1.2.3 Practical contribution 
Practically, by offering a rare insight into the social dimension of business incubation it has the 
potential to assist incubator staff and the entrepreneurs themselves to better understand how 
organisational practices and policies and different types of social interaction materially 
influence the ways in which ventures develop.  
1.3 Thesis outline 
The Thesis is organised into seven Chapters. Chapter Two reviews the incubation research 
literature and exposes the lack of detailed work on the social dynamics of incubation. On this 
basis the research develops a set of research objectives and research questions designed to 
rectify this omission. 
Chapter Three critically discusses concepts derived from contemporary and classical micro-
sociology. The adoption of micro-sociology is justified on the grounds that it can capture both 
the small-scale interactions through which incubator life is played out and the unfolding of 
these processes over time and space. These concepts were also chosen because of their inherent 
flexibility and scope for adaption to reflect emerging insights from empirical data. 
Chapter Four details the methodological approach adopted by the study and the methods used 
to collect and analyse the primary data. The study used a purposive sampling approach with the 
unit of analysis being the incubated entrepreneurs. Portmanteau entrepreneurs were selected 
because they offered a unique social insight from their everyday perspective into the social 
dynamics of entrepreneurs working within incubation settings. In total, 21 entrepreneurs were 
recruited across the three sites (see Chapter Four). Methodologically the stance was interpretive 
with a focus on the explication of meaning-in-context and the use of theoretically derived 
concepts that tentatively guided but did not dictate the search for patterns in the data, with an 
explicit openness to inductive emergence. The latter was enabled via Srivastava and 
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Hopwood’s (2009) ‘practical three-step framework’ for qualitative data analysis with the 
complementary processes of ‘interpretive engagement’ used to analyse visual data collected 
through the Participant Led-Photography (PLP) method (Drew and Guillemin, 2014).  The 
issues of ethics and reflexivity are also discussed. 
Chapter Five critically discusses and analyses the empirical data in terms of the literature and 
theoretical concepts. It uses the level of analysis derived from micro-sociological concepts (see 
Chapter Three), namely Interaction Rituals (Collins, 2004) incorporating the data, where 
appropriate, from each of the three incubators. The dynamics within this level of analysis are 
elaborated upon and emergent themes are critically examined and probed. The implications of 
this analysis are consolidated and provide the basis for the discussion in Chapter Seven. 
Chapter Six critically discusses and analyses the empirical data also in terms of the literature 
and concepts presented in Chapter Three. It uses the two levels of analysis, namely Impression 
Management (Goffman, 1959) and Framing (Goffman, 1974) and incorporates data, where 
appropriate, from each of the three incubators. Again, the dynamics within these levels of 
analysis are elaborated upon and emergent themes are critically examined and probed. The 
implications of these analyses are consolidated and provide the basis for the discussion in 
Chapter Seven. 
Chapter Seven draws together the emergent findings from Chapters Five (Interaction Rituals) 
and Six (Impression Management and Framing) by critically discussing them within the context 
of incubation and entrepreneurship. It provides a robust analysis of the implications of research 
to knowledge. The Chapter also provides a discussion of the research contributions, limitations 
and avenues for future investigation.   
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1.4 Chapter conclusion 
At the beginning of this Chapter the historical roots and expansion of the business incubator 
concept were established. Parallel to this discussion, it was revealed that academic interest had 
in fact largely missed the opportunity to explore the social experiences of business incubation 
and instead focused on the detailed “description of incubator facilities” as noted by Hackett and 
Dilts (2004, p.74). This oversight resulted in the opportunity to explore and understand the 
social dynamics of incubation through a micro-sociological lens.  
The value of undertaking this study and of this form of analysis is therefore significant and, as 
discussed above, provides important theoretical, methodological and practical contributions 
(see Chapter Seven). Thus, this study facilitates a greater and more informed appreciation about 
the everyday ‘lived’ experiences of entrepreneurs as they journey and work within the 
incubation spaces. 
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2 Literature Review: Business Incubation 
2.1 Chapter introduction 
This Chapter sets out the historical development of the business incubator concept and 
examines the different ways in which it has been analysed by researchers. It shows that while 
investigation of incubator forms and practices has been extensive, it has generally tended to 
pay very little attention to the social processes that constitute the incubation experience, even 
though the potential significance of this ‘social dimension’ has been recognised by several 
commentators (Tötterman and Sten, 2005; Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, 2010). 
The Chapter outlines the dominant approaches to incubation, clarifies the gap in terms of social 
dynamics, and uses this gap to establish a set of research questions (that emerged from the 
literature review) that can address this, along with the reasons why this can contribute to the 
theory and practice to entrepreneurship research and specifically to the field of incubation. 
2.2 The business incubator 
The derivation of the term ‘incubator’ rests in ancient times when individuals would frequent 
a known place of ritual, typically a sacred temple, in pursuit of a guiding visionary dream that 
became known as ‘incubatio’ (Aernoudt, 2004). The expectation from visitors was that this 
guiding visionary dream would provide direction of some sort on how to avoid or overcome 
certain medical conditions or diseases. Over time, the practice of ‘incubatio’ became 
contextualised into a physical setting which became known as the incubator – especially, as a 
place where premature babies could be nurtured and supported in relatively controlled 
conditions (Aernoudt, 2004). As a result of this early stage intervention, survivability rates 
increased, growth and development were improved, and infants became stronger, less 
vulnerable and healthier (Aernoudt, 2004). 
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Today, the incubator term continues to be associated with the care of infants.  However, in the 
last sixty years or so this term has become increasingly associated and used within business, 
and especially with businesses that are at an early stage of their development and in need of 
support.  In this context, like ‘incubatio’, the business incubator would seem to share a basic 
goal, that is, to provide a supportive framework of some sort for those entrepreneurs 
(Bollingtoft and Ulhøi, 2005).   
The literature suggests that the first business incubator was the Industrial Centre located in 
Batavia, New York (Aernoudt, 2004, Dee et al., 2011; Hackett and Dilts, 2004; Stokan et 
al,.2015: Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014). Prior to becoming a business incubator, Batavia was 
occupied by a single corporate tenant, namely Joseph Mancuso.  Unable to find a new tenant, 
Mancuso, a real estate developer, chose to sublet the facility as partitioned office spaces to new 
occupants, some of whom required advice and assistance in raising capital (Hackett and Dilts, 
2004). Aside from providing a resourced environment for business growth, Batavia became a 
model for re-conversion without reference to sector or industry and it would appear that for the 
first time created the opportunity for entrepreneurs to share the same space (Aernoudt, 2004; 
Allen and McKluskey, 1990).   
Since Batavia, the incubator concept has spread globally in many forms, fueled by a surge of 
interest in how the incubator could stimulate economic development (Theodorakopoulos et al., 
2014).   Despite this attention, there remains little agreement in the literature regarding “what 
business incubation is, or should be, and which factors contribute to successful business 
incubation” (Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014, p.603).  These differences in opinion have made 
it challenging to make sense of the considerable and overwhelming body of literature. The first 
attempt to organise the literature appears to be that of Hackett and Dilts (2004), who identified 
five “primary research orientations” (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.57).  This work is significant 
because it focuses on ‘research orientations’ (rather than just describing the incubation process) 
30 
 
and, as such, provides an insight into the issues that have concerned those who have sought to 
understand the incubation process. What was of significant interest when reviewing this work, 
and many of the studies it cites, was the paradox that many of the studies acknowledged the 
importance of social relationships within the incubation process, but none of the ‘research 
orientations’ and very few of the actual studies made such relationships a primary (or, in many 
cases, even peripheral) focus for their investigation. In the following Sections, these research 
orientations are outlined and the nature and significance of ‘missing social dimension’ 
identified and explored. 
2.3 Incubation research orientations 
As a result of conducting their systematic literature review, Hackett and Dilts (2004) identified 
“five primary research orientations” in the literature, namely: (1) incubator development 
studies; (2) incubator configuration studies; (3) incubator impact studies; (4) studies that 
theorise incubation; and (5) incubatee (this term is used throughout this study to identify the 
entrepreneurs housed within an incubator) development studies (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.57).  
To select studies, Hackett and Dilts broadly focused on studies that “viewed the incubator as 
an enterprise that facilitates the early-stage development of firms by providing office space, 
shared services and business assistance” conducted between 1984 and 2002 (Hackett and Dilts, 
2004, p.55).  Furthermore, the authors sharpened their review criteria by: (1) only considering 
studies “devoted explicitly to incubators and/or incubation”; (2) focusing on academic literature 
and largely excluding practitioner-based material, and (3) selecting literature that 
“conceptualises incubators-incubation as a strategy for facilitating new business development” 
(Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.55-6). In the Sections that follow, each research orientation is used 
to facilitate a discussion of relevant current incubation literature and to identify the missing 
social dimensions. Unless otherwise stated, the structuring assertions are based on the relevant 
Sections of Hackett and Dilts (2004). 
31 
 
2.3.1 Research orientation one: incubator development studies   
After the launch of Batavia, the 1960s witnessed a slow expansion of business incubators and 
incubation programmes, primarily as a result of government initiatives designed to 
economically stimulate the urban and mid-western areas of the United States.  During this 
period, the incubator concept took another significant step forward with the launch of two 
initiatives: one in the 1960s and the other in the 1970s.  During the 1960s in the USA, the 
University City Science Centre was launched, which was specifically established to support 
University spinouts through to commercialisation. A decade later, in a challenge to support 
handpicked and selective inventions, the National Science Foundation’s Innovation Centres 
programme was introduced, which cemented the incubator concept even further. Following on 
from this, the 1980s witnessed a surge in the incubator population (Aernoudt, 2004; Bollingtoft 
and Ulhøi, 2005; Bruneel et al., 2012; Dee et al., 2011).  
This surge in incubator population was due to three underlying reasons. First, the United States 
Congress passed the Bayh-Dole Act, which removed the uncertainty surrounding the 
commercialisation of government-funded research.  Second, the opportunities to generate 
profits from bio-medical research increased. Third, the significance of innovation and 
intellectual property within the United States legal system became more widely recognised.  
Because of these three developments, the field witnessed a surge in incubator/incubation 
reporting (incubator guides, reports and non-academic reports), which when coupled with the 
launch of the National Business Incubation Association (NBIA), underscored “the growth in 
popular interest in business incubation” (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.58). 
In the same period, early academic incubator research studies began to emerge. These early 
studies attempted to address some of the foundational questions around incubator definition 
and the resources required to develop an effective incubator. One such study was undertaken 
by Temali and Campbell (1984). The authors surveyed fifty-five business incubators across the 
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United States. Although they did not test any hypotheses or generate new theory, they were 
seen to lay the foundations for subsequent incubator development studies (Hackett and Dilts, 
2004)  
By now, the incubation concept had become established in the United States and started to 
emerge across the globe, most notably in Europe.  Prior to this, it would appear that British 
Steel Corporation had established the first European business incubator in 1975. British Steel 
established a subsidiary named the British Steel Industry and used the incubator concept to 
invigorate deprived areas where steel manufacturing had ceased (Aernoudt, 2004). As the 
incubation phenomenon expanded, two broad strategies emerged (Bollingtoft and Ulhøi, 2005; 
Bruneel et al., 2012; Smilor and Gill, 1986).  
First, was a focus on the refurbishment of vacated offices with the emphasis being the provision 
of physical office space, rather than the growing of the new-venture itself. Similar to Batavia 
in approach, new-ventures were agglomerated under one roof. While this offered affordable 
office space and access to general administrative services, it did not provide access to 
experience-based business ‘know-how’ and professional services (Bruneel et al., 2012; Smilor 
and Gill, 1986).  However, as noted in Patton (2013) “Penrose (1959) suggested that firm 
growth is dependent on the application of entrepreneurial and managerial knowledge 
configured as resources” (Patton, 2013, p.1). 
The latter insight informed the second business incubator strategy, developing an ‘all-inclusive’ 
proposition.  This approach embraced: (1) proximity through shared office space; (2) access to 
administrative services and (3) the opportunity to develop management knowledge or ‘know 
how’ through the resources on offer (Allen and McKluskey, 1990, Greene and Butler, 1996; 
Patton, 2013, Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, 2010).   
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As popularity and diffusion of the incubator concept increased, uncertainty around the different 
types of incubator also grew, especially as it was considered that no two incubators were 
similar. This was largely because each variant or form of incubator supported different polices 
and had different services to offer incubatees (Allen and McKluskey, 1990; Barrow, 2001; 
Bollingtoft and Ulhøi, 2005).  
Yet, despite this diversity in incubator types, most of the literature considers business 
incubators as an entrepreneurship development tool for economic and social development on 
the premise that successful start-ups would engender social cohesion, job opportunities and 
boost innovation (Bergek and Norrman, 2008; Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014).  Arguably, the 
incubator literature has become confused with “terminology adaptation” and issues around 
“multiplicity”; Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014, p.604) with the ‘incubator’ term being replaced 
with other, often grander, names as detailed in Table 1 below: 
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Table 1:  Different naming conventions for the incubator concept (Source: adapted from Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014, p.604) 
Term Author[s] 
Research parks Danilov, 1971; Kang, 2004. 
Enterprise centers Smilor, 1987. 
Seedbeds Felsenstein, 1994. 
Science parks, technopole Castells and Hall, 1994; Gower and Harris, 1996; Gower et al., 1996; Westhead and Batstone, 1999; 
Ferguson and Olofsson, 2004; Hansson, 2007; Squicciarini, 2009. 
Industrial parks Autio and Klofsten, 1998. 
Innovation centres Smilor, 1987; Reid and Garnsey, 1997. 
Knowledge parks Bugliarello, 1998, 
Business accelerator Barrow, 2001. 
 Networked incubator  Hansen et al., 2000; Bøllingtoft and Ulhøi 2005. 
2005; McAdam and McAdam, 2006. 
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One attempt to classify these different labels is Allen and McKluskey’s (1990; based on Brooks, 1986) 
continuum model (see Figure 1), which is claimed to provide a more nuanced view (Barbero, et al., 
2012). Allen and McCluskey (1990) consider four “organisational incubator ideal types”, each having 
slight differences in incubator development (Bollingtoft and Ulhøi, 2005, p. 270).  The focus is on the 
primary and secondary objectives, an emphasis that Aernoudt, (2004) believes is closer to economic 
reality.   
Figure 1:  Allen and McKluskey's (1990) Continuum Model 
 
 
Further attempts have been made to classify incubator types: Aernoudt (2004) looked at the incubator 
as a tool for entrepreneurship, Barbero et al., (2012) posited four different incubator archetypes (private, 
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basic research; University and regional development), Popova and Down (2014) discussed the liminal 
space in the context of social venture incubators and Pauwels et al., (2016) researched the accelerator. 
In 2004, Hackett and Dilts referred to a “persistent tendency to not define the incubation process or, 
when defined, to disagree on where and with whom the incubation process occurs” (Hacket and Dilts, 
2004, p.60). In many respects little has changed in the more recent literature and it is arguable that the 
definition offered by Hackett and Dilts (2004) remains the most useful: 
“a shared office space facility that seeks to provide its incubatees (i.e. ‘‘portfolio-’’ or ‘‘client-
’’ or ‘‘tenant-companies’’) with a strategic, value-adding intervention system (i.e. business 
incubation) of monitoring and business assistance. This system controls and links resources 
with the objective of facilitating the successful new-venture development of the incubatees 
while simultaneously containing the cost of their potential failure.”  (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, 
p. 57). 
In producing this definition, the authors were especially keen to emphasise the totality of the incubator:  
the “incubator is not simply a shared-space office facility, infrastructure and mission statement [but] . . 
.  a network of individuals” (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.57). As such it would contain a variety of social 
actors including entrepreneurs, academics, non-academics, experienced mentors, administration staff, 
external advisors, subject matter experts, visitors, an incubator manager and investors (ibid).  However, 
whilst this cast of actors is implicitly in most of the various definitions on offer, in virtually no cases 
have their interrelationships and interactions, the social element, been given any meaningful attention. 
In short, the research focus of studies in this group has concentrated on charting the development of 
incubators, identifying their strategic objectives and relating these to structural configurations such as 
size and range of activities. Although it is implicit in these studies that incubators constitute complex 
social organisations, there is virtually no attention given to the ways in which the various actors involved 
interact or influence each other or the operation of the incubator other than at the level of abstract 
strategic objectives. Even within the framework of such formal organisations it is difficult to imagine 
that the complex, emotionally charged and challenging situations faced by entrepreneurs (as will be 
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more fully discussed in the following Chapter) are completely removed by being part of the incubator 
organisation. In fact, because of the strategic pressures to succeed associated with incubator 
membership, it may be expected that these socially significant situations may be heightened.  
2.3.2 Research orientation two: incubator configuration studies 
This second strand of research identified by Hackett and Dilts focuses on the significant success factors 
of business incubation. These are studies that started to treat the incubator as a system rather than a 
collection of unrelated elements that in some way came together and identified two essential areas of 
incubation concept, namely: (1) incubator configuration frameworks; and (2) the selection of 
prospective tenants.  The former focused on the identification of the basic functional framework of the 
incubator that enabled the incubatee pathway and support interfaces to be articulated. The first 
framework to emerge was developed by Campbell et al., (1985) and focused on four consecutive 
functional blocks of value: establishing of business needs, selection and supervised implementation of 
appropriate business services, access to finance, and the ability to access the incubator network which 
provided a pathway from business proposal to probable commercialisation.   
This configuration was broadened when Smilor (1987) created a more externally facing concept 
(Smilor, 1987).  Though this downplayed internal processes, it saw the incubator as a “mechanism for 
reshaping the way that industry, government and academia interrelate” (Hackett and Dilts, 2004, p.64). 
Since these early efforts to identify incubator configuration frameworks, Bergek and Norrman, (2008) 
claim little has been written since, largely because the configuration of the incubator has largely been 
regarded as a ‘black box’ whereby attention could be mostly focused on inputs (incubator-goals) and 
outputs (incubator-outcomes) with little need to consider the ‘middle’ process.  In an attempt to open 
the ‘black box,’ Bergek and Norrman, (2008) identified the components of the internal incubator 
configuration as: (1) selection; (2) infrastructure; (3) business support; (4) mediation and (5) graduation.   
Pauwels et al., (2016) synthesised these configurations further and in doing so suggested that the 
configuration of an incubator contains a minimum of four of the following services: (1) access to 
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physical resources; (2) office support services; (3) access to capital and (4) networking services and 
process.   
Yet, despite the different attempts to identify incubator configurations, few studies have taken a holistic 
view of the process as involving social rather than purely formal or systemic components. Similarly, 
few of these studies have paid serious attention to the social actors who inhabit these structures, where 
this does occur usually confining themselves to the process of candidate selection.  In short, these 
studies have again focused on a systemic view of process rather than a social one. Incubators have been 
conceived as configurations of structures held together by strategic logic rather than by the processes 
of social interaction through which the organising of incubation is achieved as a practical activity and 
as it is experienced by the incubatee. In this respect the view of incubator configuration is predominantly 
one that is emptied of social content and where the actions of individuals are regarded as conforming 
to pre-determined roles and policies. Such an approach runs a number of risks, in terms of both 
adequately capturing what actually goes on within an incubator and giving an unrealistic role to abstract 
strategic plans. As has been repeatedly shown in organisation studies and recent approaches to strategic 
management, ‘organising’ is best regarded as an active and creative process and strategy as, in most 
cases, an emergent rather than a pre-given logic (Johnson et al., 2008). In this regard, the lack of such 
a socially-engaged perspective is likely to provide a less than complete understanding of how incubation 
really operates.  
2.3.3 Research orientation three: incubator impact studies 
Traditionally, an approach for determining the success of a commercial enterprise has been to interpret 
and make assumptions from the information presented in their profit and loss sheets (Voisey et al., 
2006).   However, if an incubator’s main function is not to make profit, which is the case for the majority 
in operation today, then using their profit-loss data as a measure of success is of little use. Therefore, 
measuring success for non-profit incubator is at best challenging (Dee et al, 2011; Sawhill and 
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Williamson, 2001).  Moreover, incubator success can be distorted whereby successes are over reported 
and failures are under reported (Dee et al., 2011; Voisey et al., 2006). 
Whilst a single measure for incubator success is difficult to pin down, various studies have identified 
performance measures that refer to an element of the incubator programme (Dee et al., 2011), for 
example, occupancy rates (Allen and McCluskey, 1990; Allen and Rahman, 1985), the duration of an 
incubatee’s tenancy, average capital investment costs (Knopp, 2007), the number of incubator tenants 
(Knopp, 2007), screening profile (Aerts, et al., 2007), new businesses created per annum (Udell, 1990); 
patents generated (Kolymiris and Klein, 2017) and significant differences in performance related to 
different incubator purposes and objectives (Barbero et al., 2012), what the authors referred to as 
incubator ‘archetypes’, namely private, basic research; University and regional development incubator: 
“University incubators capture more funds through the participation in European or domestic 
R&D programs, as they count on considerable aid through the University Technology Transfer 
Offices … They are also very good at securing personnel… However, this excess of resources 
is not reflected in the archetype obtaining the greatest number of patents or new products. In 
terms of patents, they rank second [behind basic research]. However, in terms of launching new 
products they rank third [behind basic research and private] … The objective of spinning off 
seems to lag as the incubator does not lead in the launch of new products”. (Barbero et al., 
2012, p.901). 
The point which Barbero et al., were making is that “assessing incubator performance results in a need 
to distinguish between the different archetypal otherwise we would be comparing ‘apple to pears” 
(2012, p.900). Whilst these measures provide useable data for targeted reports, they are of little real use 
in determining incubator success.  For example, occupancy rates provide an indication of the incubatee 
turnover, but they do not inform us if the leavers departed with a sustainable business. Thus, there is 
“significant controversy about which measures are best suited” (Hausberg and Korreck, 2018, p.17). 
Thus, it could be suggested that a better measure for incubator success would be realised through the 
incubatees’ achievements. So, if an incubatee graduates (after incubation) from the incubator, which is 
the overall goal of incubation, having overcome resource gaps and having developed a sustainable 
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business then it would seem that the incubator and all the infrastructure it provides has been a success 
(Bergek and Norrman, 2008; Kuratko and LaFollete, 1987; Robinson and Stubberud, 2014; Stokan et 
al., 2015). Other work has focused on the economic impact the incubator has on its community (Markley 
and McNamara, 1995; Sherman and Chappell, 1998; Smilor and Gill, 1986). The emphasis for the 
majority of researchers has been on firm survivability as a result of incubation, job creation in relation 
to non-incubated firms and growth. Other variables include external networks and density of services 
offering support (Hansen et al., 2000; Nowak and Grantham, 2000), incubatee and incubator manager 
relationships (Autio and Kloftsen, 1998; Fry, 1987; Rice, 2002; Udell, 1990) and internal network 
formations. 
The latter focus on the impact of internal and external social networks clearly points to the relevance of 
social relationships within the incubation process. However, it is notable that few studies seem to have 
taken up this challenge. If it is accepted that incubator impact hinges largely on the actions of the 
incubates and those who support their activity within the incubator, then it is clear that the analysis of 
how social relationships are formed and sustained and how these potentially impact the behaviours of 
those involved, is an important question. For example, if the formation of an effective internal network 
of entrepreneurs affects their individual business success then to understand how these network 
dynamics operate is clearly a significant issue.  
2.3.4 Research orientation four: incubatee development studies   
When reviewing the limited literature on incubatee development studies, Hackett and Dilts (2004) main 
observation was that “little progress had been made towards understanding how incubatees develop 
within the incubator” (2004, p.65) with only three studies available. Stuart and Arbetti (1987) focused 
on the underlying reasons associated with initial success of a new or young start-up, finding a positive 
relationship between success and entrepreneurial characteristics, and a number of negative relationships 
between success and R&D intensity, the changing market and origins of the start-up. Fry (1987) 
explored the intensity of specific planning activities associated with incubatee development showing 
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that non-incubated entrepreneurs were less active planners than incubated entrepreneurs. Scherer and 
McDonald (1988) considered how start-ups evolved and concluded that incubatees gained most benefit 
when they received dynamic, proactive feedback. These studies centered on incubatee development 
through incubator intervention; however, Hackett and Dilts point out that “when discussing the 
incubator, it is important to keep in mind the totality of the incubator” as mentioned above (2004. p.57). 
In this sense ‘totality’ can be seen as the context within which the incubatee develops and not just the 
specific policies used as interventions. Again, they return to their assertion that this context 
encompasses “a network of individuals and organisations including the incubator manager and staff, 
incubator advisory board, incubatee companies and employees, local universities and University 
community members, industry contacts, and professional services providers such as lawyers, 
accountants, consultants, marketing specialists, venture capitalists, angel investors, and volunteers” 
(2004, p.7).  Looking beyond these early incubatee development studies, there is still a need to 
understand the “how” incubatees develop (or do not develop) in a business incubator 
(Theodorakopoulos et al., 2014). Certainly, there is still considerable scope to follow up on Hackett and 
Dilts (2004) notion of the incubator as a social totality involving multiple and complex relationships 
between diverse participants, the interactions among which can be expected to exert a substantial 
influence on both the individual and collective experience (from a social diversity and social intensity 
perspective) of incubation and, as will be elaborated on in the next Chapter, on the courses of action 
that are pursued. 
2.3.5 Research orientation five: Studies that theorise incubation 
Various approaches in the literature have attempted to explain the incubation concept from a theoretical 
stance. These explanations include structural contingency theory, independent co-production 
modelling, virtual incubation: middleman, enclave and collective theories and the network theory which 
continues to be the most widely used (Aarstad et al., 2010; Ebbers, 2013; Greene and Butler, 1996; 
Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Nowak and Grantham, 2000, Slotte-Kock and Coviello, 2010, Tötterman and 
Sten, 2005).  As Theodorakopoulos, (2014) notes: 
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“… limited attention has been paid to theory building in the field of business incubation, with 
much of the literature being exploratory and descriptive in nature or atheoretical (Hackett and 
Dilts, 2004, 2008). A host of theoretical perspectives have been suggested for investigating 
different aspects of business incubation including transaction cost economics (Williamson, 
1975), theory of economic development through entrepreneurship (Brooks, 1986), network 
theory (Hansen et al., 2000), interdependent co-production modelling (Rice, 2002) and 
structural contingency theory (Ketchen et al., 1993). Yet, theorising about business incubation 
lacks coherency and despite a few notable exceptions (e.g. McAdam and Marlow, 2007; Patton 
et al., 2009; Marlow and McAdam, 2012) literature in this field disregards the perspectives and 
characteristics of incubatee entrepreneurs.” (Theodorakopoulos, 2014, p.610). 
Overall therefore, theory development in this area has concentrated on economic and structural 
perspectives rather than on examination of the micro-foundations of incubation as a social experience 
(the human experiences of incubatees). Recent work has pointed to the gains to be had from such 
approaches, not least in exposing what Collins (2004) has identified as the ‘micro-foundations’ of social 
action. Although all the previous approaches have implicitly pointed to the significance of social 
relationships, there remains a significant gap in terms of applying thoroughgoing theories of human 
experience to this setting.  
2.4 The research gap 
To explore this gap in research, there is a need for research that focuses less on the description of 
incubator facilities and more on the “social aspects” related to business incubation as part of daily 
incubator life (Hackett and Dilts, 2004; Tötterman and Sten, 2005).  Ironically, this under explored area 
is seen by some as having the “greatest research potential” (Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, 2010, p.157) to 
understand the process of incubation, as relatively little is known about the nature of these experiences 
and what it is like to be an incubatee. As entrepreneurship at this stage of development is generally 
messy, unscripted and mostly uncontrollable, it is likely that these experiences and relationships will 
often be complex and turbulent. Thus, a key question is to ask how incubatees construct their 
relationships and manage their feelings and emotions as part of daily-incubator life. It has been noted 
in general terms, the richness of entrepreneurial action lies in how it is personally experienced 
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(Schindehutte et al., 2006) and, as such, there is clearly a need to extend these insights into the process 
of incubation.  
2.5 Chapter conclusion 
In summary it is clear from the research presented by Hackett and Dilts (2004) and subsequent work, 
that there is a clear gap in the extent to which the incubator literature has addressed the issue of the 
social dynamics. As will be shown in the following Chapter (Chapter Three), this relative lack of interest 
in social dynamics is at odds with much recent development in the wider field of entrepreneurship 
theory. Rectifying this omission is clearly of importance, given that incubation remains a key part of 
the entrepreneurial process. With this in mind, the following research objectives and questions can be 
posed as a way to address this gap in extant incubator research. Given the comparative absence of 
existing theoretical or empirical work in this area, the objectives and questions are set out to enable 
issues to be clarified, recorded and inductively explored (rather than testing specific theoretical 
propositions). The research objectives are provided below. 
2.5.1 Research objectives 
This study therefore sets itself the following research objectives: 
• To identify the social dynamics involved in business incubation and document how 
entrepreneurs are located within them.  
• To uncover the micro-dynamics at play in the incubation process and to explore how incubated 
entrepreneurs develop, shape and influence them. 
Because the literature says little about social processes within the incubation environment the first goal 
of this study is to identify and classify the sorts of social processes that operate within incubators. 
Meeting this objective will fill the identified gap in the literature and help to add greater depth to the 
understanding of what the incubation process involves from the perspective of its key player, the 
incubated entrepreneur.  
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The second objective builds on this gain in understanding by seeking to conceptualise these social 
processes and their operation. By examining how incubatees are active in this process of shaping social 
experiences the study also offers an alternative to the predominantly systemic/structural approach 
previously applied to incubator studies.  To achieve these objectives the research questions are listed 
below. 
2.5.2 Research questions for this research 
The research proposed the following questions:  
Q1. What are the patterns of social dynamics that shape the entrepreneur’s journey through the 
incubation process? 
This question seeks to establish how the entrepreneur engages with other actors over time, 
predominantly (but not necessarily exclusively) inside the incubator. The notion of a ‘journey’ is 
proposed because this recognises that entrepreneurs engage in learning that is shaped not only by their 
contact with the realities of business development but also by the influence of other actors who have 
formal or informal roles within their ongoing project. Charting these influences is important for 
understanding what the social context provided by an incubator adds or detracts from the experience of 
being an entrepreneur. 
 
Q2. How are these social dynamics shaped by the nature of the incubation process and by the 
incubatees’ own lived experiences? 
Whereas RQ1 seeks to map social experiences as they unfold for incubatees, RQ2 focuses on the 
contextual factors that surround this experience. It recognises that even at the micro-level incubators 
involve formal organisational processes and practices that are, at the time of joining, independent of 
any single entrepreneur. This question seeks to establish what these processes are and how they are 
experienced in the form of social interaction. It also recognises that such processes evolve in response 
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to individual and group engagement with them. The question therefore focuses on targeting dynamic 
and emergent processes rather than static structures. 
Q3. What does this process reveal about the process of incubation as part of the entrepreneurial 
journey? 
The third question stands back from the detail of the social processes and asks how immersion in an 
incubator influences entrepreneurial behavior. It does not seek to do this by means of an experimental 
logic that tests incubated entrepreneurs against non-incubated entrepreneurs but rather seeks to clarify 
what entrepreneurs feel they gain or lose from the process and to point to ways in which the identified 
experiences appear consistent with the espoused purposes of incubation, namely to foster business 
growth and innovation. By addressing this experientially rather than through statistical measures of 
success, the question to exposes less obvious aspects of entrepreneurial performance that may have 
been overlooked in developing incubation processes. 
Because the research gap centres on the relevance of micro-level social processes, the research questions 
reflect the need to be supported by theories that operate at this level and by data collection methods that 
can capture this unfolding and intricate dimension of social life. The following Chapter (Chapter Three) 
therefore critically discusses a theoretical framework that guides (but does not determine) the analysis.   
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3 Micro foundations of entrepreneurship (the theoretical framework) 
3.1 Chapter introduction 
The previous Chapter reviewed the incubation literature, showing that research was largely centred on 
describing incubator facilities and practices, with much less attention being given to the social aspects 
of incubation.  Research questions were developed to address this gap, pointing to the need to capture 
the micro-dynamics of social interaction within the incubator context over time (i.e., across the 
entrepreneur’s incubation journey).  These questions were driven by an empirical gap in the incubation 
literature. This Chapter focuses on recent developments in theorising the social dynamics of 
entrepreneurship and, building on this, identifies a set of theoretical concepts that have been used to 
critically analyse and make sense of incubation as a social process. Because this study focuses on 
processes of social interaction within business incubators, the literature review necessarily focuses on 
the pertinent literature that connect directly with this focus. 
3.2 The social dynamics of entrepreneurship 
The sociology of entrepreneurship has been described as the analysis of the “social context, process and 
effects of entrepreneurial activity” (Ruef and Lounsbury, 2007, p.1). In other words, it should provide 
an analysis of entrepreneurial action and the social settings within which this occurs.  This study adopts 
the definition of entrepreneurship as a process by which individuals discover, create and exploit 
opportunities without regard to alienable resources they currently control (Venkataraman, 1997) but 
recognising that unlike much other research on entrepreneurship, a considerable part, if not all of this 
process will take place within the context of a support organisation, for example a business incubator 
setting. However, the literature suggests that the effects of entrepreneurial action are not simply 
confined to the supporting organisation (Kollmann, et al., 2019).  For example, novice entrepreneurs 
are likely to “experience stronger work-home interference in response to entrepreneurial constraints 
[extended working hours, uncertainty, ambiguity in the role and the demands of high workloads] …” 
(Kollmann, et al., 2019, p.693; Padovez-Cualheta, et al., 2019). Thus, it implies that this space may be 
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subject to liminal processes, i.e., an “interface between work and other life dimensions”, one that points 
to a space that is neither here nor there, a place that is an in-between or transit area from one state (e.g., 
the home) to another (work) (Di Domenico et al., 2014, p.267). Furthermore, Di Domenico et al., (2014) 
found that liminality encouraged a specific form of entrepreneurial dynamism: 
“liminality gives a ‘certain freedom to juggle with the factors of existence’ …  a productive 
strategy enhancing their mental capacity for home-based online entrepreneurs to manage 
tensions and boundaries (e.g. temporal, spatial and economic) which may restrict their 
entrepreneurial activities. Our contention is that this allows for ‘mental mobility’ which can 
result in entrepreneurial creativity, difference and exceptionalism.” (Di Domenico, et al., 2014, 
p.11, emphasis added). 
Similarly, Popova and Down (2014) echo this notion of freedom, difference and creativity when 
applying liminality to a social venture incubator context (Popova and Down, 2014).  However, the 
literature has yet to address the University business incubator and the dynamics of the liminal space. 
The dominant approach to exploring entrepreneurial action has been psychological, focusing on how 
individuals differ (such as personality structure or cognitive processes; Morandin et al., 2006). These 
included being active rather than passive in relation to opportunities, risk-taking and ‘need for 
achievement’ (Cromie and O’Donaghue 1992; Harper, 1996; Miner, 2000; Shane, 2003; Stewart et al., 
1999), having self-reliance and limited need for ‘confirmation’ from others, high self-efficacy and ‘need 
for independence’ (Baron, 2000; Kaufmann, 1999; Reynolds and White, 1997; Ripsas, 1998; 
Schumpeter, 1934; Wu, 1989), having perseverance, a high adversity quotient (Baron, 1998; Bonnett 
and Furnham, 1991; Markman et al., 2005; Lee and Tsang, 2001; Rotter, 1966; Ward, 1993), and 
demonstrating persuasiveness, leadership and teamworking (Baron and Markman, 2003; Chell, 2001; 
Chell and Tracey, 2005; Dibben, 2000; Vecchio, 2003). 
Regardless of how it is framed, entrepreneurship requires action or conduct of some sort that is 
maintained (produced and reproduced) through social processes (Goss, 2005a). Sociological 
approaches to entrepreneurship have attempted to address this neglect of social processes (Ruef and 
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Lounsbury, 2007) from different directions. For example, there have been structural approaches, 
especially network and embeddedness theories that emphasise the patterns of social relationships that 
enable or constrain individual action (Jack and Anderson, 2002).  Others have focused on agency, 
namely action-centred approaches, that consider individual agency as the basis for social construction 
(Garud and Giuliani, 2013), often linking this to social structures through the structuration approach.  
However, as Goss (2010) notes, these attempts have not been entirely satisfactory: 
"Such a conception gives a welcome emphasis to the ways in which entrepreneurs are 
implicated in the dynamic and ongoing creation of opportunities: knowledgeable entrepreneurs 
are empowered to act in a manner that influences structures (opportunities), and to reflexively 
monitor the impact of their actions leading to actions that reinforce, modify, or create new 
opportunities. But it does little to explain why some individuals appear to have a greater 
capacity for agency than others and why, in turn, some of the former turn this agency towards 
entrepreneurial, rather than other forms of action’ (Goss, 2010, p.2). 
This critique has given rise to attempts to theorise entrepreneurship in a more socially sophisticated 
manner that give due recognition to the complexity of individual processes without disconnecting these 
from their social context of intersubjective relations. One approach has been to address entrepreneurship 
as social narrative and discourse (Down, 2006; 2010) through which entrepreneurs construct their 
identity (Cohen and Musson, 2000; Downing, 2005; Down and Reveley, 2004; Fletcher, 2003). Watson 
(1994) defines discourse (which includes narrative) as a “connected set of statements, concepts, terms, 
expressions which constitute a way of talking or writing about a particular issue, thus framing the way 
people understand and act with respect to that issue” (Watson, 1994, p.113).  Thus, narrative discourses 
provide entrepreneurs with a way to interact and create dialogue with others and importantly enable 
them to draw on “linguistic resources and concepts which enable them to construct an understanding of 
themselves, their identity, their beliefs, their own meanings of issues that are going on around them, 
and to satisfy their need for making sense of their own experiences” (Jones et al., 2007, p.333).   
Down and Warren (2008) identified two types of linguistic resource when discussing the construction 
of entrepreneurial identity: the metaphor and the cliché. To begin with, the “essence of metaphor is 
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understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p.5).  
Metaphor has been used in organisational contexts to assist understanding through comparison but has 
also been fundamental in the construction of new interpretations and meanings (Cornelissen, 2005; 
Down and Warren, 2008). Scholars in entrepreneurship have similarly used metaphor to understand 
what entrepreneurs say and in addition what others are saying about them (Cardon et al., 2005; 
Drakopoulou-Dodd, 2002; Hyrsky, 1998; Nicholson and Anderson, 2005). The focus for these authors 
has been to look for phrases or terms that show how entrepreneurs construct an entrepreneurial persona, 
usually by drawing from popular cultural stereotypes, to frame and project an image of who they believe 
they are: heroic, superhuman, dogged battler as well as the supernatural charmer or business wizard 
(Nicholson and Anderson, 2005).   
This suggests that entrepreneurial identities are perceived as extraordinary (superhuman and mystical), 
yet this neglects the ordinary, i.e., the side of their entrepreneurial identity that is mundane, dull and 
unspectacular.  To counter this, Down and Warren (2008) posit that “examination of cliché’s provides 
a means by which to understand the everyday and ordinary elements of identity construction in 
entrepreneurs” (Down and Warren, 2008, p.4). These two linguistic resources (metaphor and cliché) 
provide insight as to how entrepreneurs construct their identity and, hence, their actions.  The emphasis 
on linguistic factors, however, has been subject to question by Goss and Sadler-Smith (2012): 
“[For example], Cornelissen and Clarke’s (2010) analysis of entrepreneurial sense-making and 
inductive reasoning …  Although more developed, the nature of ‘the social’ in this paper is also 
limited, focusing primarily on the importance of sense-making through speech and language.  
Whilst this is crucial to socially situated [action], it is certainly the case that social interaction 
involves much more than just speech, especially when considering the generation of affect and 
emotion by and in social situations.  Here, demeanour, Impression Management, physical 
synchronisation, eye-contact, and spatial proximity (to name but a few) may all play a 
significant role in generating affective responses and modulating their intensity over time …  
Such situational conditions will certainly be mediated by language, but they are also 
experienced more directly, embodied viscerally as part of the constituent sociability of an 
encounter.”  (Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2012, p.7). 
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Following micro-sociologists such as Collins (2004) and Scheff (1990), they point to the role played by 
emotion in the process of ‘bridging’ the relationship between individuality and structured social 
situations. This reflects a growing concern with the emotional experience of entrepreneurship, e.g., 
entrepreneurship and ‘social’ emotions (Goss, 2005b), entrepreneurial affect and exchange (Goss, 
2008), entrepreneurship as an extreme experience (Schindeehuute et al., 2006), power as an 
intersubjective entrepreneurial process (Doern and Goss, 2013a; 2013b; Goss et al., 2011), opportunity 
creation as a social ritual (Goss and Sadler-Smith 2018). The essence of this approach is that an 
‘emotional tone’ (what Collins 2004 calls ‘Emotional Energy) is generated within social encounters, 
the effect of which, along with symbolic and discursive resources, is to motivate individuals and to 
produce group solidarity. Because emotion is socially generated and simultaneously experienced 
individually and collectively (e.g., emotional contagion) this type of theory can connect the 
intersubjective basis of entrepreneurial behaviour with both individual experiences and forms of social 
combination (the latter united or divided by shared emotions). This approach will be outlined and 
discussed fully in the following Section.  
However, although these micro-sociological approaches have broken new ground, much of the analysis 
has tended to remain at a relatively abstract and theoretical level.  Consequently, there is relatively little 
empirical sociological insight (the majority of the above studies are either wholly theoretical or make 
use of secondary illustrative data) available into how entrepreneurs actually experience and create 
entrepreneurial processes, and especially the implications that these intersubjective experiences have 
on the creation of their new-venture and that of others around them.  Thus, although this small but 
growing body of literature has offered new insights into the understanding of entrepreneurship by 
focusing the analytic lens on the lived social reality of entrepreneurial experience there is still 
considerably more to learn about how these intersubjective processes play out empirically within 
specific, as opposed to broad theoretical, contexts. With these gains in understanding in mind, it is 
pertinent to consider the extent to which these insights can be applied to business incubation. 
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3.3 Incubation through a micro-sociological lens 
As was noted in the previous Chapter (Chapter Two), even within the framework of a formal 
organisation such as an incubator it is difficult to expect that the complex, emotionally charged and 
challenging situations faced by entrepreneurs are completely removed by being part of the incubator 
organisation. Certainly, anecdotal and personal experience gives strong grounds for believing that such 
social complexity is common, ranging from outbursts of anger, frustration, anxiety, trust issues, 
excitement and hope, to strong friendships, intense animosities and significant changes in behaviour 
and outlook (McAdam and Marlow, 2007).  Given this need to capture these micro-foundations of 
incubated entrepreneurship, both as patterns of social interaction and lived experience, it was decided 
to theoretically frame this study using ideas drawn from micro-sociology. This choice was made for the 
following reasons: 
1. Micro-sociology (which may be broadly defined as the study of socially-situated interaction 
and its individual and group consequences; Collins, 2004) provides constructs that are designed 
to allow the different dimensions of social situations to be classified. Given the complex and 
often taken-for-granted nature of much micro-level behaviour, such constructs are helpful in 
putting analytical boundaries around activities that might otherwise be overlooked (e.g., being 
sensitive to the ritual quality of many social interactions). 
 
2. Recent micro-sociology, inspired by the work of Collins (2004), has been influential in 
introducing the role of emotions into the analysis of social situations. Not only has emotion 
only recently come to prominence in entrepreneurship, but its treatment has been predominantly 
from a psychological standpoint, often focused on individual cognitive processes isolated from 
their social context (Baron, 1998). Given the focus on social dynamics and the supposition that 
emotion is a feature of incubator life, the potential to bring these two dimensions together 
theoretically is an advantage. 
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3. Classical micro-sociological constructs developed by Goffman (1959) are also relevant to this 
project (and are generally accepted as the theoretical precursor of contemporary micro-
sociology). Impression Management for instance, provides a way of analytically capturing an 
important feature of incubator experience, namely the requirement for the entrepreneur’s 
progress to be monitored as part of their conditions for being a member. As shown in the 
previous Chapter, most incubators hold formal processes of review to evaluate this. Given that 
the entrepreneur is in the incubator on a daily basis and is also being assessed, Goffman’s 
“frontstage” and “backstage” distinction offers a useful way to capture how entrepreneurs 
manage their sense of self (Goffman, 1959, p.32-69). Similarly, Goffman’s (1974) notion of 
Frame Analysis offers a way of capturing the ways in which individual entrepreneurs give 
meaning to their experiences, how they frame their sense of identity as entrepreneurs and 
project this to others.  The notion of Framing, as explained below, also creates an opportunity 
to enlist the use of an emerging methodology in qualitative management research: Participant-
led Photography (Matteucci, 2013; Padgett et al., 2013; Pink, 2001; Scarles, 2010; Vince and 
Warren, 2012). Participant-led Photography has not (as far as can be determined from a 
comprehensive literature review) been applied to business incubation, but in other areas of 
management research it has revealed valuable insights into the social dynamics of complex and 
fluid situations (Warren, 2005). 
Consequently, these three micro-sociological frameworks, Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (Collins, 
2004), Impression Management (Goffman, 1959) and Frame Analysis (Goffman, 1974), have the 
potential to provide a guiding framework for analysis. The next Sections discuss each component of 
this framework in turn. 
3.4 Theoretical Framework: Part I-Interaction Ritual Chain Theory  
Collins’ (2004) notion of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory is best understood by considering the model 
of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory as shown below in  Figure 2 (Collins, 2004). The Interaction Ritual 
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Chain Theory model is comprised of three main, but interlinked, elements: (1) ritual ingredients (the 
input-side), also referred to as the “initiating conditions;” (2) the component of collective effervescence 
and (3) the outcome of ritual (the output-side) (Collins, 2004, p.48).   
On the input side of Collins’ model, the left-hand portion, four principal ingredients or “initiating 
conditions” can be seen: (a) Group assembly; (b) barriers to outsiders; (c) mutual focus of attention and 
(d) shared mood (Collins, 2004, p.47/48).   
 
Figure 2:  The Interaction Ritual Chain Theory Model  
 
Source: (Collins, 2004, p.48) (Numbers added for guidance) 
First, ‘group assembly’ is when two or more people are in physical presence of each other. Two or more 
people being together, which is a minimum requirement for a social situation according to Goffman’s 
definition, is a fundamental requirement for a ritual to start (Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1959). By being 
together and sharing this closeness they start to affect each other by their bodily presence (Collins, 
2004).  However, it is worth noting that rituals can still develop without individuals being physically 
located in the same space, e.g.   Maloney (2012) provides a contemporary example where pro-ana (the 
promotion of behaviours that relate to anorexia nervosa) websites achieve this because of the “embodied 
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nature of these websites and the emotions they evoke” (Maloney, 2012, p.121). Though this example 
seems to extend Collins’ (2004) theory, it remains arguable that such rituals will only reach full intensity 
when people are physically together in the same space (Wollschleger, 2012). 
Next, the ‘barrier to outsiders’ ingredient creates a sense of boundary to the ritual i.e., “an awareness 
that participants are members of a specific activity” (Goss, 2011 et al., p.214). Barriers that exclude an 
outsider assist in defining the perimeter of the ritual and thus the intent of those taking part, which 
creates a sense of homogeneity. Moreover, creating a sense of boundary around the ritual may also 
affect the level of social diversity (the extent to which a situation accommodates members of differing 
status or experiences).  Barriers can be physical, e.g. a controlled access point that only allows entry for 
members and prohibits those who don’t have permission to enter, or symbolic such as a specific level 
of knowledge or grade/rank that is required for participation.   As such, the creation of a barrier makes 
a distinction between those individuals who are involved in the ritual and those who are excluded.  Thus, 
participants are likely to have a sense of who is taking part and who is excluded, which is likely to 
evoke different emotions in those who are allowed in and those who are not.  
‘Mutual focus of attention’, Collins’ (2004) next ingredient, is a key component for a successful ritual.  
Here, the ritual participants focus “their attention upon a common object or activity, and by 
communicating this focus to each other become mutually aware of each other’s focus of attention” 
(Collins, 2004, p.48).   
The last ingredient on the input side is shared mood.  Shared mood is where the participants in a ritual 
communicate a collective mood or common emotional experience.  Importantly, all of the four 
ingredients feedback to each other, especially mutual focus of attention and shared mood and causes 
those gathered in the ritual to become ‘entrained’ in the common activity unfolding in front of them and 
more in tune with what others are feeling and experiencing. Therefore, for those engaging in this level 
of activity, ‘social intensity’ (the extent to which social relationships within a situation develop high 
levels of engagement and resulting Emotional Energy and solidarity), it is expected to be high. Instances 
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of this are found in many aspects of everyday life (from social gatherings to formal team sports, or 
workplace projects) and the same mechanism of “mutual entrainment of emotion and attention,” can 
operate where there are a few regular participants or large groups that come together only intermittently 
for a specific purpose (e.g., academic conferences) (Collins, 2004, p.48).   
On the output side of the Interaction Ritual Chain Theory model are four main outcomes the intensity 
of which is dependent upon the effectiveness of the input-side ingredients.  In particular, where levels 
of mutual focus and shared mood are high across participants, the effect is likely to be a sense of 
‘collective effervescence’ – a general sense of excitement or “momentary buzz” (Collins, 2004, p.51).  
This can produce feelings of excitement, coordination, focus, enthusiasm and commitment, which are 
then expressed in the ritual outcomes as strong group solidarity, high Emotional Energy, a strong 
connection to group symbols and the feeling of being connected to the right group.  In contrast, if an 
Interaction Ritual is unsuccessful, that is, the input ingredients have not effectively mixed, then the 
individuals involved are likely to experience a sense of ‘flatness’ that either leads them to withdraw 
from the interaction or, where this is not an option, to show only a perfunctory involvement – the ritual 
becomes ‘empty’ (Collins, 2004). Emerging from this experience are likely to be the outputs of 
Emotional Energy for individuals: group solidarity, standards of group behaviour, and symbols that 
represent membership (these outputs will obviously be more intense where the ritual ‘takes off’ than 
where it becomes ‘empty’).     
Of these outputs, the notion of ‘Emotional Energy’ is potentially the most significant for individuals.  
Collins (2004) conceives Emotional Energy as a long-term emotional tone, rather than a single 
momentary emotion like anger or fear.  Consequently, Emotional Energy can range from an up-tone of 
excitement and happiness to a down-tone of depression and sadness (Collins, 2004).   Thus, Emotional 
Energy “gives energy, not just for physical activity ... but above all for taking the initiative in social 
interaction, putting enthusiasm into it, taking the lead in setting the level of emotional entrainment” 
(Collins, 2004, p.107). By the same token, a loss of Emotional Energy, resulting in feelings of sadness 
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or depression can be a demotivating force: making “social interaction passive, foot-dragging, 
perfunctory” (ibid).  As such Emotional Energy is seen as a motivational correlate for individual action 
(Collins, 2004). Thus, an individual’s experience of Emotional Energy influences how they interact 
across different social situations.  This is conceived in terms of attraction and repulsion towards certain 
types of situation (depending on whether they are expected to offer Emotional Energy gains or losses), 
forming ‘chains’ of interactions that develop over an individual’s biography: 
“The relative degree of emotional intensity that each IR [Interaction Ritual] reaches is implicitly 
compared with other IRs within those persons’ social horizons, drawing individuals to social 
situations where they feel more emotionally involved, and away from other interactions that 
have a lower emotional magnetism or an emotional repulsion” (Collins, 2004, p. xiv; see also 
Summers-Effler, 2002). 
Thus, as Goss et al., (2011) notes, the more central and secure an individual’s membership status within 
an Interaction Ritual, the more Emotional Energy they are likely to receive, with implications for their 
ability and commitment to repeat (or extend) this type of interaction in the future. In this regard, it can 
be seen that the nature of Interaction Rituals that emerge within incubators may hold significant 
implications for the entrepreneurial energy and commitment of participants.  
Such Interaction Rituals are also likely to produce a sense of group solidarity which represents a feeling 
of membership for ritual participants (Goss, 2008).  The experience of collective effervescence and 
gaining Emotional Energy makes individuals want to repeat the ritual and demonstrate a commitment 
to it, as a social process, and to the other members. This sense of collective solidarity can be a powerful 
force in both creating an individual’s sense of belonging (as can be see further on) and in maintaining 
a successful pattern of group activity over time or in the face of challenges. Here too there is clear 
relevance for the process of incubation in terms of creating groups of entrepreneurs who are able to 
excite one another and offer collective support during the inevitable difficulties that charcterise new 
ventures. Because an incubator brings entrepreneurs into close-proximity, the effectiveness with which 
Interaction Rituals can be initiated may carry the possibility that incubation can offer gains that go 
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beyond supporting each individual business – incubation with effective Interaction Rituals becomes 
more than the sum of its parts. 
Group solidarity is also likely to be manifested in the output of membership symbols that represent the 
group (e.g. an emblem of membership, a badge of association or other representation). As Goss 
explains:   
 “symbolic resources provide a crucial articulating mechanism, operating both within rituals 
and between them – carrying emotions from one situation to another. They can usually take any 
(or all) of three forms: sacred objects; stories and narratives; and meta-discourse. In 
Durkheimian terms, sacred objects are representations of group solidarity. By focusing 
attention on this entity (whether an abstraction such as a name or slogan, or a physical object) 
within the ritual, members affirm the group’s transcendence and their own membership status. 
Stories and narratives can fulfil a similar function within rituals, but they also offer 
opportunities for particularisation by incorporating identifiable actors into the story (e.g., 
insiders as heroes, outsiders as villains), thereby offering instruction in appropriate behaviour 
and membership propriety. Additionally, the stereotyped storylines of most ‘dramatic’ 
narratives provide a resource for planning courses of action, informed by appropriate archetypal 
characters and plots.” (Goss, 2011, p.8). 
In more recent work Goss and Sadler-Smith (2018) have incorporated Quinn & Dutton’s (2005) notion 
of ‘energy-texts’ into Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (see Figure 3 below). The authors note: 
“By referring to energy as “texts,” we mean that (1) a person can read his or her own energy as 
a bodily signal that summarizes how desirable he or she perceives a situation to be . . .  and that 
(2) people can read another person’s expressions to interpret how much energy that person 
feels. . . People interpret felt energy and expressive gestures as texts and experience changes in 
their energy based on their interpretation of texts.” (Quinn and Dutton, 2005, p.43).   
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Figure 3: Circuits of EE [Emotional Energy] and opportunity-creating agency 
 
Source: Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2017, p.225) 
As explained further on (when discussing Framing experiences, see Section 6.3), it is implied that 
‘energy-texts’ are comparable to the layers of meaning through which individuals create their identities, 
being equivalent to narratives or stories that people tell themselves about who they are and what they 
do and share them intersubjectively (see Figure 3 above). 
Thus, symbols can ‘carry’ the memory of Emotional Energy gains from one Interaction Ritual to 
another, allowing participants to ‘read’ what they felt as important at the time and to maintain their 
interest in retaining membership even when the ritual is not in progress. Again, it can be suggested that 
Interaction Rituals within an incubator should be capable of producing such emotionally charged 
membership symbols, possibly by adding an overarching symbol, representing the incubator, to 
symbols that represent only a specific business. In this way, it is conceivable that incubator membership, 
providing effective Interaction Rituals can be generated within it, offers a scope for a ‘double’ symbolic 
opportunity. 
Finally, standards of group behaviour represent an instantiation of the symbolic membership through 
mutually accepted norms of behaviour and responsibility. These standards encourage the repetition of 
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successful rituals and reinforce the distinct collective identity of members. Here too, being located 
within an incubation space may enable such standards to be more easily sustained due to the frequent 
interactions that take place, compared to businesses located in diverse locations and only meeting 
sporadically.  Thus, Interaction Ritual Chain Theory provides a way to define social situations in terms 
of their objectives, i.e., the ritual ingredients, and to predict their success in terms of the strength and 
coherence of these ingredients (Collins, 2004).  In this sense Interaction Rituals provide a social context 
that emerges out of social interactions but also, when effective, provides a structure for these (although 
this structure is always vulnerable to disruption when the ritual ingredients falter or when members, 
who will nearly always be involved in a range of Interaction Rituals, find one more emotionally 
rewarding than another).  
However, it can be argued that whereas Interaction Ritual Chain Theory provides a useful specification 
of the ingredients and outcomes of this social context, the actual mechanisms through which individuals 
come together and signal their willingness or reluctance to become involved in this sustained form of 
interaction, remain somewhat vague (Collins, 2004). One possible way to explore this interpersonal 
dynamic is through the notion of ‘Impression Management’. 
3.5 Theoretical Framework: Part II - Impression Management  
Goffman’s (1959) Presentation of Self in Everyday Life offered a then novel notion for the analysis of 
social relationships and identity in construction (Bullingham and Vasconcelos, 2013; Elkin, 1958).  
Goffman (1959) explicitly used the vocabulary of the theatre (e.g., settings, props, actors, stage, 
performance, front and back stage area and audience) as scaffolding to define human action within 
social situations.  As Perinbanayagam (1974) notes “when one removes these words from the theatre…  
we are still left with the observation that people in social life perform to immediate or anticipated 
audiences” with all the resources that are available to them (Perinbanayagam, 1974, p.532).  Moreover, 
individuals strategically use exposure and concealment to promote an impression they want an audience 
to accept – this is the “widely practised technique of Impression Management” (Goffman, 1959, p.70).  
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For Goffman, the stage is central to Impression Management. The “frontstage” is where the 
performance being delivered is visible and the performer is conscious of being observed by the audience 
(Bullingham and Vasconcelos, 2013; Goffman, 1959, p.32).  When on “frontstage”, the “front” element 
is the “expressive equipment” used by a performer, which comprises of the “setting” and their unique 
“personal front” (Goffman, 1959, p.32).   Using the “setting” during a performance is not uncommon: 
for example, a familiar room chosen by a department manager to pitch their progress to their team may 
make them feel more comfortable and in control.  In doing so, they are attempting to manage the 
impression they are projecting.  
 A “personal front” is how the performer herself wants to be seen, projected through appearance and 
demeanor, using specific “sign vehicles” that include gestures and looks, apparel, posture, accent, 
intonation etc. (Goffman, 1959, p.34).  Thus, an individual can flex or alter their personal front by 
purposely using such sign vehicles.  For Goffman, being on “frontstage” is an everyday and mostly 
unavoidable activity when in the presence of others: at social gatherings, meetings, travelling on a train 
or going to the supermarket, etc. (Goffman, 1959, p.32).  
Goffman distinguishes the “frontstage” area from a “backstage” region (Goffman, 1959, p.32/29), 
contrasting the public and private domains, the former in view of the audience, the latter beyond their 
gaze (Thornborrow and Haarman, 2012).  As Goffman (1959) notes: “it is natural to expect that the 
passage from the front region to the back region will be kept closed to members of the audience or that 
the entire back region will be kept hidden from them” (Goffman, 1959, p.113). Thus, the “backstage” 
area is analogous to the home living room, a space that is private, safe and secure and off limits to the 
audience (Goffman, 1959, p.29).  As this area is private, an individual can contradict a “frontstage” 
performance, hide certain things and behave differently (Elkin, 1958; Goffman, 1959, p.32). 
Consequently, if the backstage area is accidently revealed during a performance then a mismatch with 
the impression being given can put the ‘show’ at risk (Goffman, 1959).  In real situations, the audience 
know to disregard some forms of action in the context of a performance, but in other situations a 
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normally (literally) hidden activity may be inadvertently exposed (for example, the politician who 
forgets to turn off her mic before bad-mouthing their opponent on air). 
Shepherd and Haynie (2011) provide a clear indication of the importance of Impression Management 
within challenging entrepreneurial situations:  
“when others find out about the firm’s bankruptcy . . . they attribute the poor outcome to the 
entrepreneur. With such a determination, others often take steps to dissociate themselves from 
the stigmatized individual by disengaging from the relationship, reducing the quality of 
exchange in the relationship, and even denigrating the individual. Impression Management 
strategies can help sustain the satisfaction of the entrepreneur’s need for relatedness. That is, 
by concealing the bankruptcy, defining it in a way that neutralizes its negative connotations, or 
denying responsibility for the bankruptcy, the entrepreneur may be able to avoid the situation 
where others disengage from the relationship.” (Shepherd and Haynie, 2011, p.187). 
Similarly, Parhankangas and Ehrlich (2014, p.545) point to different Impression management strategies 
used by entrepreneurs: 
 
“Impression Management techniques can be divided into direct techniques—which involve 
“techniques presenting information about one's own traits, abilities and accomplishments”—
and indirect techniques, which are undertaken to “enhance or protect one's image by managing 
information about the people and things with which one is associated”. We expect that both 
direct and indirect Impression Management tactics are relevant for entrepreneurs seeking to 
raise business angel funding. It is also possible to make a distinction between assertive and 
defensive tactics. While assertive tactics are used in situations that actors view as opportunities 
to boost their image, defensive tactics are deployed to minimize or repair damage to one's image 
after an embarrassing event, such as a corporate scandal.” (Parhankangas and Ehrlich, 2014, 
p.545). 
Correspondingly, in an attempt to arrange the research on Impression Management in organisations, a 
general taxonomy was developed to capture a range of Impression Management practices (Bolino, 
1999; Jones and Pittman, 1982).  This taxonomy was reviewed and included three key aspects from 
Jones and Pittman’s (1982) work as being potentially relevant in the context of newly developing 
incubated entrepreneurs: (a) ‘organisational promotion’, identified as behaviours that present the 
entrepreneur as being highly competent, successful and effective, including the use of positive language 
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in describing specific strengths and talents (see ‘energy-texts’ above); (b) ‘exemplification’, indicated 
by projecting images of integrity, social responsibility and moral worthiness; and (c) ‘supplication’, 
involving an impression of neediness and vulnerability to solicit sympathy and assistance from others.  
These areas are considered in Chapter Six.  
It seems clear therefore that Impression Management offers an important lens through which to consider 
entrepreneurial behaviour. From the perspective of this study it can add to the Interaction Ritual Chain 
Theory approach by offering a way to understand how entrepreneurs present themselves and their 
businesses to others in social situations. Such presentations are likely to be important in enabling 
entrepreneurs to decide which other entrepreneurs they want to interact with and with what level of 
intensity. Thus, effective Impression Management strategies may turn casual social encounters into the 
basis for developing (or avoiding) more sustained Interaction Rituals. Similarly, the incubator context 
provides an environment within which interaction between entrepreneurs is inevitable and may 
therefore make Impression Management particularly important in the process of relationship building, 
not least because it is likely to require the simultaneous operation of direct and indirect and assertive 
and defensive strategies to cope with the range of diverse actors operating within the incubation space 
(e.g., competitors, collaborators, sponsors, funders, etc.). Within an incubation context therefore 
Impression Management may be a vital part in the construction of other forms of social relationships.  
However, although Impression Management is an inherently interpersonal mechanism (requiring an 
actor and an audience), it is also a process that requires the actor to make a decision as to what 
impression to try to project in what situation – as both the quotations above clearly demonstrate. In this 
regard, to understand the dynamics of Impression Management it is also necessary to have some insight 
into the meanings that actors attach to their attempts to manage their impressions. The notion of 
‘Framing’ is used to explore these individual meanings. 
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3.6 Theoretical Framework: Part II - Framing Experiences 
In 1974, Goffman developed an approach that he called ‘Frame Analysis’ (Goffman, 1974) as a way of 
understanding the different ways in which individuals establish and change meaning within social 
situations, believing that “our observations are understandable only in terms of the frame that we put 
around them” (Manning, 1992, p.118).  As such, frames answer the question “What is happening here” 
(Goffman, 1974, p.25).  The approach assumes that individuals collaborate to establish what is going 
on in any given social situation, i.e., coming to agreement over a ‘definition of the situation’. Individuals 
achieve this by presenting complete or partial definitions of what they think is happening then refining 
or reviewing these frames in the light of the reactions that emerge from other participants. In some 
cases, initial primary Framing of the situation are accepted by all participants and the situation becomes 
a shared activity.  However, in other instances frames may be subject to mutual adjustment (‘keying’) 
as participants seek to come to agreement, resulting in a new or revised definition of the situation. In 
rarer instances some participants may seek to deliberately mislead others by offering Framing that 
misrepresent what is going on (‘fabrications’). Thus, Frame Analysis encourages the researcher to 
examine situations and their participants in terms of the way in which they define themselves, their 
actions and those of others as a form of meaning construction (Goffman, 1974). Although Frame 
Analysis is often cited there is little consistency in how the approach provided by Goffman is actually 
applied, partly because Goffman vaguely details some of the constructs within a work that is dense and 
relatively unstructured (Burns, 1992; Goffman, 1974).  
However, the broad notion of Framing as a means by which individuals make sense of situations and 
their own role within them has been widely used both to understand how actors define and negotiate 
situations and as means that researchers use to organise and categorize data (Goss; 1996). Rather than 
use Goffman’s elaborate systems of ‘keyings’, ‘fabrications’ and ‘laminations’ and his multiple 
categorisations of different types of frame, most researchers have adopted a simpler concept of framing 
as an indication of the ways in which an actor defines a given situation, either as a result of their own 
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experiential knowledge and understanding or of ‘transformations’ that come about through discussion 
and negotiation with others (Fletcher, 2003).  
Here the latter usage will be used, although distinguishing this understanding of frames and Framing 
from the related notion of ‘frames of reference’ commonly used in Industrial Relations research. In the 
latter field the frame of reference is often treated as having an existence independent of the individual 
(e.g., associated with dominant power structures) and with the power to define meanings that 
individuals ‘refer to’ rather than create themselves. 
The approach here takes a more social constructionist stance and treats frames as emergent and dynamic 
meaning structures that are potentially always open to transformation and recreation (Fletcher, 2003). 
In this sense the approach is still in the spirit of Goffman’s (1974) notion that frames can be multi-
layered and constantly shifting as interaction unfolds, but it avoids being hampered by his overly 
complex system of frame classification. It is accepted that a strict following of Goffman’s (1974) 
original approach can produce analytic benefits where the researcher’s interest is solely in the process 
of meaning construction in depth (e.g., Goss,1995), but this study is more interested to examine how 
meanings are framed as one component of a broader concern with social dynamics.  
If Framing is understood as the process through which individuals come to define a situation and their 
role within it, this adds a useful individual dimension to the analysis of social processes by focusing not 
only on what actors do within given situations but how this action is shaped by their understanding of 
what is happening. With this in mind it was decided that an approach to Framing should be adopted that 
gave the actors being studied the greatest freedom to present their own definitions of situations without 
being unduly influenced by potentially leading questioning from the researcher or by encouraging them 
to adopt an overly-analytic account of their understanding. It was considered that as the process of 
Framing often happens with very little deliberate conscious thought or reflection but is an almost taken-
for-granted part of the flow of social life, using formal interview questions to ask about frames would 
encourage actors to re-frame their view for the benefit of the investigator.  
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Rather it was decided to adopt an approach that allowed the actors to capture their own frames 
spontaneously and without significant researcher direction by using Participant-Led Photography 
(Boulton, et al., 2018; Short and Warren, 2012; Vartiainen and Enkenberg, 2014 and Warren and 
Parker-Lee, 2009). This is discussed in more detail in the following Chapter, but it can be noted that 
this represented a choice driven by an attempt to get as close to the actual everyday experience of 
Framing as possible (it will, of course, never be entirely spontaneous because the actors would not have 
used photography to capture their definitions if they had not been part of a research project). By 
reducing the amount of verbal reasoning and justification required to capture a ‘meaning’ and allowing 
different ‘definitions’ to be captured in quick succession or in response to changes in situations, it was 
hoped that this (via Participant-Led Photography) would get close to Goffman’s sense of Framing as a 
component of ongoing social interaction but in a way that did not lose sight of the actor’s meanings 
through overly complex categorisation.  
3.7 Levels of analysis 
The above Sections have introduced a number of key concepts, under the label of micro-sociology. 
When combined (as they have been for sound analytical purposes as discussed in Chapters Five and 
Six) these concepts have the capability to explore social situations at three levels of analytical 
distinction: contextual (interaction Ritual); interpersonal (Impression Management); and individual 
(Framing) respectively (Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1959/1974).  Consequently, Interaction Ritual Chain 
Theory provides a lens to see how the social context works dynamically, its nature determining an 
individual’s Emotional Energy and their motivation to be involved (Collins, 2004, p.39). The language 
of this theory provides a useful and precise vocabulary (ingredients and outcomes) to capture the nature 
of social situations that might otherwise simply be treated in general and vague terms (Goss and Sadler-
Smith, 2018). 
The second concept, Impression Management, provides a lens to explore the nature of interaction within 
social situations by focusing on interpersonal relations and the presentation of-self. Lastly, Framing 
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provides a lens to explore how participants define and reshape meaning at the individual level, allowing 
meaning to be defined by an individual (via Participant Led- Photography) and then located (via photo-
interview discussion) within its wider social context. Together, these theoretical tools provide a 
comprehensive (and inseparable) approach to explore the the distinct role played by social dynamics in 
the incubation context. 
3.8 Chapter conclusion  
Before turning to the methodological approach and implications of the theoretical framework and 
concepts that have been analysed and critically unpacked in this Chapter, it is necessary to acknowledge 
criticisms that have been made of the micro-sociological perspective. The principal criticism from 
within sociology is that the focus on social interaction neglects the significance of the constraints placed 
upon actors by social structures over which they have limited influence, i.e. that in reality social actors 
are more ‘acted upon than acting’. However, advocates of micro-sociology generally reject such 
criticism on the grounds that it reifies social structure and fails to recognise that such structures, 
although they may appear external to any given individual, are ultimately sustained through the 
interaction of multiple individuals over time and space, such that what brings about change in social 
structures is the ability of individuals to communicate and coordinate their actions to resist external 
pressures in an emergent manner (Collins, 1988, 2004, 200; Goffman, 1967; Scheff, 1990). The 
researcher concurs with this view.   
As Collins (2004) points out, a given micro situation (‘the local here-and-now’) will always 
interconnect with other local situations into a larger swath of time and space: “action of one locality can 
spill over into another … one situation can be carried over into other situations elsewhere. The extent 
of that spillover is what we mean by macro-patterns” (Collins, 2004, p.5). As such, micro-analysis is 
not an alternative to macro-level accounts but the basis of them.  
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A consideration must also be given to the role that these concepts can play in the research process. The 
approach taken here is that these concepts can provide a way of sensitising the researcher to the 
dimensions of social activity that may be relevant to a particular study. In many ways they are well 
suited to this role as none of them specify a particular form of ‘content’ or even a fixed way of operating. 
Thus, Interaction Ritual Chain Theory identifies ingredients and outcomes but does not give a specific 
‘recipe’ for how these will interact. In this respect, the empirical factors in a given situation will shape 
how well a ritual develops and the level and intensity of outcomes that are produced. As such, the nature 
of Interaction Rituals within any given context remains an empirical matter. Similarly, Impression 
Management refers to an approach that individuals may – or may not – use where the actual impression 
that is being managed and the reaction it provokes are highly contingent upon a range of empirical 
factors that cannot be given in advance. In short, it is an emergent accomplishment. Finally, Framing 
remains within the control of the person doing the Framing and, as such, is no more than a way of 
capturing what is important to an individual within a specific and, again, contingent context. 
By being open to the highly contingent nature of the empirical content that these concepts may capture, 
there is also scope for them to be revised or elaborated to reflect the situations and meanings they are 
trying to capture. In short, they are capable of being treated as guides to analysis rather than providing 
a determining framework that predicts specific outcomes that require testing rather than exploring. 
These issues are examined again in the following Chapter in relation to the methods and methodology 
of this study.
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4 Methods and Methodology 
4.1 Chapter introduction 
Chapter Two showed that there was a clear empirical gap in the extent to which the incubation literature 
has addressed social processes, especially the experiences of incubated entrepreneurs as they seek to 
develop their business during incubation process. Thus, this brings added value to existing knowledge 
and literature on entrepreneurship and incubation.  Moreover, for the first time, the perspectives of the 
entrepreneurs (the unit of analysis) themselves, and the social process they engage in, during the process 
of incubation has been captured in a rich and meaningful way. Three broad research questions were 
designed to explore this gap: 
Q1. What are the patterns of social dynamics that shape the entrepreneur’s journey through the 
incubation process? 
Q2. How are these social dynamics shaped by the nature of the incubation process and by the 
incubatees’ own lived experiences? 
Q3. What does this process reveal about the process of incubation as part of the entrepreneurial 
journey? 
The purpose of this Chapter, therefore, is to explain the research approach used to address these research 
questions. First, the empirical context of this study is fully explained and discussed. Then the Chapter 
addresses the philosophical and epistemological assumptions; the research design; purposive sampling 
strategy used; the specific instruments (semi-structured Interviews, observations and Participant-Led 
Photography) used to collect primary data; data analysis; the role of the researcher; and ethical 
considerations.  
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4.2 Empirical context  
As explained in this Chapter, three Business Incubators (referred to by the pseudonym of Portmanteau) 
were selected as the empirical focus for this study. Portmanteau is a collaborative partnership between 
five of the UK’s leading research Universities. Under this partnership, each University hosts its own 
incubator facility with every location having an independent incubator manager and broadly following 
a similar process of incubation. Positioning Portmanteau from a typological perspective places it in the 
right-hand region of Allan and McCluskey’s (1990) continuum model (as shown in Chapter Two) where 
it can be recast as a University Technology Business Incubator. Under the canopy of the Portmanteau 
partnership, each University Technology Business Incubator supports “early-stage technology start-
ups; the majority of which (approximately 85% of tenants) are external to the universities and, while 
the firms have seen additions to their management teams, the original founders still hold a strategic 
role” (Patton, 2013, p.6). While these sites are “physically distinct, they [do] share an ethos and 
objective that generates complementarity” (Patton, 2013, p.6). In the following Sections contextual 
information is provided for each incubator (A-C inclusive).  In all cases, the anonymity of the incubator 
has been maintained and protected.  
4.2.1 Incubator A 
The contextual surroundings of incubator A are shown in Figure 4 below.  The facility is positioned on 
the top floor of a complex called the Mechanic’s Mill. To reach the inside of the incubator, access can 
be gained via two entrances: one at the front and the other at the rear of the Mechanics Mill.   To achieve 
this, both staff and tenant entrepreneurs use a heavy, industrial style staircase.  At the top of each 
staircase there is a doorway leading into the incubator which is controlled by a swipe access card.   
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Figure 4: The contextual surroundings of incubator A 
 
Upon entry to the business incubator there is a central corridor that runs through the length of the 
incubator with pre-defined spaces perpendicular to this.  The specific features of this Incubator are 
shown below in Table 2 below. 
Table 2: Incubator A features 
Date opened 2002 
Awards Global University business incubator 
Total investment raised £432 million 
Number of companies incubated 200 + 
Number of incubatees (all memberships) Approximately 200 + 
Type of incubatee Start-up founder with potential high tech, high 
growth potential. 
 
Source: Portmanteau (2019) - not in reference list to maintain anonymity 
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4.2.2 Incubator B 
The contextual surrounding of incubator B are shown in Figure 5 below. The incubator is located within 
a Research Park, approximately one mile from the main campus of the University.   
Figure 5:  The contextual surroundings of incubator B 
 
To gain access to incubator B, three levels of physical barrier have to be overcome: (1) the reception, 
(2) the swipe access-controlled door on the second floor that leads into the main corridor as shown in 
Figure 5 above and then the key pad-controlled door to the incubator. Once inside the incubator, a 
reception is located immediately by the door threshold on the right-hand-side.  The specific features of 
incubator B are shown below in Table 3 below. 
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Table 3: Incubator B features 
Date opened 2002 
Awards Global University business incubator 
Total investment raised £187.9 Million 
Number of companies incubated 250 + 
Number of incubatees (all memberships) 250 + 
Type of incubatee Start-up founder with potential high tech, high 
growth potential. 
 
Source: Portmanteau (2019 - not in reference list to maintain anonymity) 
4.2.3 Incubator C 
The contextual surroundings of incubator C are shown in Figure 6 below. Incubator C is a physical 
space located within a complex that is part of a leading University. To gain access to the incubator, 
entry is controlled at two points: first, the reception area where all visitors are logged in and given 
visitor badge and then the incubator itself via a swipe card as shown in Figure 6 below. 
Figure 6:  The contextual surroundings of incubator C 
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The specific features of incubator C are shown below in Table 4 below. 
Table 4: Incubator C features 
Date opened 2011 
Awards Global University business incubator 
Client business turnover £11.5 Million 
Number of incubatees (all memberships) Approximately 75+ 
Type of incubatee Start-up founder with potential high tech, high 
growth potential. 
 
Source: Portmanteau (2019) - not in reference list to maintain anonymity 
To further support the contextual information provided above, schematic floorplans are introduced in 
Chapter Five to support the discussion around spatial activities.  
4.3 Philosophical underpinnings 
The foregoing Chapters have shown from a review of the pertinent literature that little is known about 
the social processes associated with business incubation.  Because of this, existing insight and theorising 
in this area is limited and a gap in knowledge has been exposed. The purpose of this study is thus to 
unpack, provide insights and ask questions about the social processes of business incubation, 
specifically within University business incubators. In view of this lack of evidence it takes an 
exploratory position, seeking to expose the detail and richness of what people do, say and think in the 
dynamics of daily incubator life.    
It was argued in Chapter Three that social processes can be seen as emergent and based on the making 
and negotiation of meaning within dynamic processes of social interaction. As such, this points to a 
concern with meaning rather than measurement. Not only does this favour the use of qualitative methods 
but also suggests the utility of an interpretive stance, whereby the researcher seeks to capture and 
74 
 
represent the world as experienced by the relevant social actors, encouraging them to articulate their 
understandings rather than providing fixed a priori categories to frame their views (Silverman, 2000; 
Williams and May, 1996). From an epistemological perspective this approach can be contrasted with 
positivist accounts where the researcher regards data as classifiable into objective facts to be analysed 
by a detached external observer working with a set of testable hypotheses deduced from a body of 
existing theoretical law-like premises, i.e., the hypothetico-deductive method (Burrell and Morgan, 
1979; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Williams and May, 1996). This rejection of hypothetico-deduction 
requires this study to use a different way of relating theory and data, namely induction (Ketokivi and 
Mantere, 2010; Mantere and Ketokivi, 2013). Whereas deduction moves from theory to testable 
hypotheses, induction begins with data and, through analysis, moves towards specific theorisations that 
help to explain observed patterns or relationships in the data.  
The use of inductive logic does not mean that research questions or existing theory are not relevant but 
rather that the researcher treats these as guiding frameworks to help structure their data collection and 
analysis rather than as models to be adhered to by fitting data to the model. Rather the expectation is 
for the researcher to be open to the possibility that the provisional guidelines have to be changed or 
developed in the light of emerging findings from the data. This is consistent with Blumer’s (1957) view 
that concepts should be used as a “general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empirical 
instances” (Blumer, 1957, p.7). Thus, as explained in the previous Chapter, there is reason to think that 
practices such as Interaction Rituals, Impression Management and Framing will be useful ways to 
approach the study of the incubation experience.  However, these are treated in the research as flexible 
and analytically iterative concepts that will be open to revision and refinement, or even rejection, as the 
empirical analysis progresses and the researcher experiences and records the social processes of 
incubation. This focus on gaining an understanding of the ordinary forms of social interaction within 
the incubation process points the study towards an ethnographic approach.  
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Ethnography is usually treated as the “recording and analysis of a culture or society, usually based on 
participant-observation and resulting in a written account of a people, place or institution" (Coleman 
and Simpson, 2017, n.p). Ethnographies, therefore, have tended to focus on a “bounded and identifiable 
group of people” typically over a substantial and sustained period of time” (Royal Anthropological 
Institute, 2017, n.p).  For example, in 1948 Srinivas spent eleven months with an Indian community in 
the South Indian state of Karnataka and in doing so provided a detailed insight into the social processes 
between different castes in the same village (Srinivas, 1976).  
Ethnographic approaches are also used as a way to study aspects of social life within organisations and 
business environments. For instance, Fayard and Van Maanen (2015) articulated the culture of a 
corporate organisation through an ethnographic approach over an eight-year period and Heracleous 
(2001) used an ethnographic approach to explore the “nature and role of culture in the context of 
organisational change” (Heracleous, 2001, p.426).  More specifically, in the field of entrepreneurship 
Mauksch and Rowe (2016) used an ethnographic approach to examine social entrepreneurship events, 
revealing how “they involved people corporeally through emotionalisation, sensualisation and theatrical 
play while maintaining an aura of feasibility” (Mauksch and Rowe, 2016, p.9). Thus, in his discussion 
of the application of ethnographic methods to entrepreneurship, Johnstone (2016) uses the following 
definition:  
“Ethnography is the study of people in naturally occurring settings or ‘fields’ by methods of 
data collection which capture their social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the 
researcher participating directly in the setting, if not also in the activities, in order to collect 
data in a systematic manner but without meaning being imposed on them externally” 
(Johnstone, 2016, p.98). 
Bruni et al., (2004) deployed an ethnographic approach on the grounds that it was: 
“a research technique [that] seemed appropriate by virtue of the fact that entrepreneurial action 
is one of those activities that is constantly constructed through daily routines. It does not have 
rigidly pre-established boundaries (spatial and temporal) and tends to eliminate the dichotomy 
between public and private” (Bruni et al., 2004, p. 411). 
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In these respects, an ethnographic position appears well suited to the study of entrepreneurship as it has 
the capacity to capture the inherently complex and dynamic processes involved. In doing this it also 
adds an element of ‘authenticity’, as Wigren (2007) notes: “when the readers can see that the researcher 
has been in the field and is genuine about what s/he has experienced there by having observed and 
participated in everyday life” (Wigren; 2007. p.391). 
Neergaard and Ulhøi (2007) note a similar point about the dynamism of entrepreneurship and go on to 
suggest how ethnographic work requires a combination of research methods in order to: 
“develop concepts that enhance the understanding of social phenomena in natural settings, with 
due emphasis on the meanings, experiences and views of all participants. The general 
assumption …  is that the phenomenon of entrepreneurship is too dynamic and complex to be 
captured by a single method” (Neergaard and Ulhøi, 2007, p.4). 
Therefore, as these examples show, the practice of ethnography is gaining attention within 
entrepreneurship research where there is an increasing desire to produce accounts of entrepreneurial 
practice that explore the complexity of daily life in specific entrepreneurial settings and thereby create 
for the reader both a sense of authenticity and an exposure of the complex social processes through 
which day-to-day activity is enacted (Ybema et al., 2009).  Given the objective of this study is that of 
uncovering the social processes of incubation, an ethnographic approach therefore provided a promising 
choice through which to explore incubation as a social process. 
However, the financial and time constraints of undertaking doctoral research prevented the possibility 
of any long-term embeddedness within the research setting.  For that reason, an episodic ethnographic 
approach was adopted to collect data within these constraints.  Warren (2005) refers to this as 
“interrupted involvement,” and concedes that this may not always be considered as “authentic 
ethnography,” that is, not a “continuous and lengthy” engagement (Warren, 2005, p.121). Nevertheless, 
the approach shares Hammersley and Atkinson’s (2007) two core themes of ethnography as: (1) an 
activity conducted in the field; and (2) an activity that involves the researcher in the daily lives of 
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participants over a period of time to collect data. As such the present study has strong ethnographic 
features and holds to the basic principle that the researcher needs to get as close to the activity they are 
studying as is possible. In the current study this involved the adoption of a trio of data collection 
practices intended to capture as many aspects of life within the incubation process as possible over time. 
These involved the collection of data from a range of sources using semi-structured interviews, overt 
observations and Participant-Led Photography. These are discussed in further depth further on in this 
Section 4.5.  
Thus, the purpose of this approach was not to be theory-driven and to logically test specific premises 
or hypothesis to arrive at a conclusion, but rather to take a more flexible approach to allow prior theories 
and concepts to be elaborated or revised as the data were collected and analysed and to develop possible 
explanations of this that was firmly grounded in the experience of incubation. Having established the 
status of the project as an exploratory, qualitative ethnographic study with the main emphasis on 
induction supported by provisional theoretical guidelines (as elaborated in Chapter Three), the detailed 
design of the project can now be discussed.  
4.4 Research design and sampling 
The main purpose of this Section is to establish the basis for the study design, the purposive approach 
to sampling within this, and the development of instruments for collecting primary data. In relation to 
the theoretical guidelines of the Study (Interaction Ritual Chain Theory; Impression Management and 
Framing), the data collection instruments were intended to generate inductive ‘content’ to give depth to 
these concepts and/or to challenge them: semi-structured interviews allowed contextual information 
gathering, reflection and exploration; overt observation captured the dynamics over time; and 
Participant-Led photography helped to capture the way participants frame their working world.  
One of the features of a detailed qualitative research study is a trade-off between breadth and depth, 
usually the need to sacrifice a large sample that can be the basis for statistical generalisation for a smaller 
sample, driven by the theoretical needs of the study that allows the researcher to explore relevant issues 
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in considerable detail (Neergaard and Ulhøi, 2007; Patton, 2002; Silverman, 2000).  Coupled with the 
time-constraints of doctoral study it was decided that it would be appropriate to focus attention on a 
restricted number of incubators to enable time to be spent in each, speaking to participants and observing 
day-to-day activities.  An early pragmatic decision was made to try to take advantage of the researcher’s 
former University’s involvement in incubation as a member of a consortium – referred to by the 
pseudonym of Portmanteau – involving five incubators, each based at a separate University.  
As will be discussed below, the locations and names have been anonymised. At one level this was a 
pragmatic decision, as it was likely to improve access chances and reduce extensive travelling and 
overnight accommodation (as the universities involved were in one UK region).  However, initial 
investigation suggested that this was a decision that would also meet the methodological needs of the 
study and, as such, this choice could be regarded as a form of purposive sampling (see further discussion 
below). 
Firstly, Portmanteau incubators support entrepreneurs at different stages of development. This meant 
that, within a broadly common framework, there would be scope to investigate the ways in which 
incubation shaped their experiences at different stages of the entrepreneurial journey. As such, the 
decision was taken to make the individual entrepreneurs (from all five sites) the unit of analysis and 
focus of investigation. Secondly, because the five incubators were part of a single consortium they 
shared a broadly similar management structure and set of objectives. This enhanced empirical 
comparison and interpretative analysis as it provided for similar contextual features and organisational 
practices that would not have been present if completely independent incubators had been chosen. 
Thirdly, on the basis of an internet search, Portmanteau incubators did not appear to operate in a 
markedly different way from other University-based incubators. As such it was felt that they could be 
regarded as having the potential to say something of wider relevance to the incubator community in the 
UK (where University-linked entities play a prominent role). Finally, Portmanteau incubators all had a 
separate physical working space within which they operated, thereby implying that social dynamics 
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would be bounded by the incubator’s spatial identity and would therefore be more likely to be incubator-
specific rather than diffused across a range of undifferentiated University activities. 
It was initially considered to treat each Portmanteau incubator as a separate case study, but initial 
scoping suggested that this would be too time-consuming for the project, especially as this would hinge 
upon full access which could be difficult to secure. Instead, it was decided to undertake an investigation 
across Portmanteau incubators, selecting participants from as many of the five sites as would agree to 
participate and allow the researcher access.  Given the broad similarity between incubators as explained 
above it was considered useful to gain participants across sites to enable a reasonable spread of 
experience (on the basis that, being relatively small organisations, the number of participants available 
from any one site might be limited). This would also allow differences between sites (which although 
similar were not, of course, identical) to be explored.  In the event this proved a wise decision as access 
did prove difficult and only three of the five incubators were prepared to participate (see further below). 
For the purpose of the investigation, it was decided that the participants would be purposively sampled 
from each site to produce the overall sample. 
In addition to selecting a sample of participants for the interview and Participant Led-Photography 
investigations, it was also necessary for the researcher to be given access that allowed observation of 
day-to-day activities. In the event, the three Portmanteau incubators that agreed to participate allowed 
different levels of access.  Although it was disappointing that full and unrestrictive access could not be 
obtained for each incubator, it was felt that the high levels of access available at two sites compensated 
for the more limited access at the third, especially given the broad similarity between the sites and the 
focus of the study was the entrepreneur (the unit of analysis) as discussed above. Before explaining how 
participants were purposively sampled across the Portmanteau incubator sites, it is important to describe 
the logic and strength of the purposive approach and address any relevant weaknesses. First, purposeful 
sampling explicitly involves the researcher’s own judgement in the selection of cases or participants 
(Saunders et al., 2012). Second, the logic and power of the approach lies in the selected cases being 
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information-rich, i.e., providing depth rather than breadth (Patton 1990).   Third, because these cases 
are information-rich, the researcher has the potential to “learn a great deal about issues of central 
importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 1990, p.169).     
Sampling purposively does offer distinct advantages, for example, the researcher is able to select 
information-rich cases based on the purpose of the study, and savings to budget and project timeline 
can be made. However, the approach does attract criticism; for example, sampling purposively is non-
probability based, i.e., participants are not selected randomly, which suggests that the selection of 
participants can be subjective or biased which, it is claimed, can “impede the researcher’s ability to 
draw inferences about a population” (Etikan et al., 2016, p.4). Nevertheless, this can be addressed by 
specifying explicit criteria relevant to the theoretical purpose of the study (i.e., making selection a matter 
of theoretical or problem-focused relevance rather than mere personal preference). For example, 
Neergaard and Ulhøi (2007) provide the following justification:   
“According to Kuzel (1999), the basic assumption behind qualitative research makes random 
sampling inappropriate and the worst choice. It indicates a wish to generalize from sample to 
population, which all the sources agree is neither possible nor desirable in qualitative research. 
Qualitative research does not aim to ensure representativeness, but rather the field under study 
yields substantive information that will contribute to elucidate the problem issue, and on this 
basis facilitate ideographic, holographic, naturalistic or analytical generalization (Sandelowski 
1995). Hence, in the trade-off between generality and complexity, complexity wins.” 
(Neergaard and Ulhøi (2007, p.270). 
With this approach in mind, the purpose of this research was to shed light on the social dynamics of 
business incubation from the perspective of the incubated entrepreneurs across the three Portmanteau 
incubator sites that agreed to participate.  Therefore, it was appropriate to purposively sample 
potentially information-rich entrepreneurs (the unit of analysis) using what can be termed criterion-
based sampling (Patton, 1990). 
Consequently, the following criteria were used to sample incubated entrepreneurs across the three 
Portmanteau incubator sites: 
81 
 
(1)  First, they had to be affiliated to one of the sites, i.e., hold full or virtual membership or be 
involved with the incubator in some formalised way (to ensure the actual experience of 
incubation was captured).   
(2) Next, they had to be the founder of a new-venture (to be able to relate their experience of 
incubation to the business creation process).  
(3) Finally, they had to be a recipient of formal incubator support which included, guidance 
from mentors, and access to organised networking events (to be able to capture evidence of the 
range of incubation experiences).  It was also hoped that by using these three criteria to sample 
across different Portmanteau incubator sites there would be a mix of experience and other 
factors such as age and gender (although these were not formally specified criteria due to the 
primary need to get a reasonable participation rate). 
On the issue of the sample size for the selection of participants from the incubators, Malterud et al., 
(2016) suggests considering qualitative sample size in terms of “information power” rather than 
statistical representativeness (Malterud et al., 2016, p.1753). They posit that a sample with adequate 
“information power” is dependent upon a number of factors including: the study aim (narrow or broad) 
and the specificity (dense or sparse) of the sample.  These factors link directly to the notion of sampling 
purposively i.e., it is done with a relatively focused and narrow purpose to seek information-rich cases 
that are dense with data and with the possibility of refining and monitoring this as the project progresses 
based on the richness of the data collected.    
In the current research the sample needed to be sufficient to generate detailed information about the 
day-to-day social experiences of entrepreneurs within the incubation process. For this purpose, and 
bearing in mind the time constraints of doctoral research (in terms of field work and data analysis), an 
initial target of between 25 and 30 participants was considered sufficient to generate the quality of data 
required within the constraints of the project (this is in line with general guidance towards qualitative 
82 
 
research samples, e.g., Saunders and Townsend, 2016). It was assumed that this number of interviews 
had the potential to generate a significant body of data (interview transcripts and participant images) 
that, when coupled with observational field notes, would provide the necessary information power to 
make a meaningful analysis of incubator social dynamics within the time and resources available. 
Whilst incubator staff were not the unit of analysis, it was considered appropriate to collect some 
information from Portmanteau staff (via interviews) so that a degree of contextual insight of incubator 
life could be gained.  The information gained was used as a sensitising device to ensure the researcher 
understood the research environment he was entering.  For example, the researcher was made aware of 
one entrepreneur who was severely time-pressured and had to be approached on his terms. These 
interviews were not used formally as part of the present research.  Thus, the unit of analysis and main 
sample consisted of entrepreneurs from across the three sites. To recruit these entrepreneurs the 
researcher used a standardised recruitment poster and email message.  This poster was distributed to 
incubator members as an email attachment by each of the three Portmanteau incubator managers.  A 
summary of the recruited sample can be seen in Table 5 below. 
Table 5:  Summary of recruited research sample 
 
 
 
Table 5 above provides a broad summary of the recruited sample across the three incubator sites. This 
sample represents approximately 10% of the entire entrepreneur Portmanteau population (n=220 across 
5 sites).  Again, it should be remembered that the objective was not to achieve a statistically 
representative sample but to gain participants with relevant information. One potential weakness of the 
self-selection approach was that it would attract atypical participants (e.g., those who were more 
outgoing or had more time on their hands). Although the existence of such a self-selection bias cannot 
Portmanteau site Entrepreneurs recruited 
A 13 
B 4 
C 4 
 21 
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be ruled out, the interviews themselves, which covered participants’ background experiences and 
activities within the incubator, did not throw up any data that suggested that the participants were 
undertaking activities significantly different from other incubatees nor that they were markedly different 
in their outlook or experiences. This assessment was based partly on the broad consistency in response 
patterns regarding the incubation experience and partly on the researcher’s personal experience of 
having been an incubated entrepreneur. However, this assessment should be regarded as tentative rather 
than definitive and, as discussed in the final Chapter (Chapter Seven), further research would aim to 
improve the sampling procedure.   
In Table 6 below the sample information is expanded to show the characteristics of the sample specific 
to their status and position. 
Table 6:  Characteristics of recruited research sample (the unit of analysis) 
 
Having described the approach to sampling, the next Section focuses on the methods and instruments 
(non-participant observation, Participant-Led Photography and semi-structured Interviews) used to 
collect data from participants.  
4.5 Data collection instruments 
In the Third Chapter, three levels of analytical distinction were identified for the analysis of social 
dynamics within the business incubator setting:  contextual; interpersonal; and individual, each 
reflected in the concepts of Interaction Ritual, Impression Management and Framing respectively.  
Portmanteau 
Incubator 
Full 
member 
Virtual 
member 
Total Average age  
Entrepreneur  
Type of 
business 
Stage of 
business 
A 10 3 13  25 - 45 years 
old 
Typically, 
these 
businesses 
were high 
tech, high 
growth.  
Early to 
middle stage, 
pre-revenue, 
seeking 
investment or 
in investment 
rounds. 
B 3 1 4 25 - 45 years 
old 
C 4 0 4 25 - 35 years 
old 
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Thus, the instruments were intended to be able to capture what went on socially at these levels by using 
multiple rather than a single method of data collection: non-participant observation; semi-structured 
interviews and Participant Led-Photography.  Observation was intended to capture social dynamics over 
time; interviews to allow for wide information gathering, reflection and exploration, and Participant 
Led-Photography to provide a vehicle for participants to literally ‘frame’ their experiences.  In the 
following Sections each of these instruments is explained and justified.   
4.5.1 Non-participant observation 
The behaviour of entrepreneurs is key in understanding how these individuals create new organisations 
(Bird et al., 2012; Gartner 1990).  However, many of these behaviours are at best inadequately 
specified, “overly abstract, sized too large for concrete reference, and/or poorly operationalized” (Bird 
et al., 2012, p.892). This has been shaped by the majority of entrepreneurship research being focused 
on capturing entrepreneurial behaviour through cross-sectional quantitative approaches. However, as 
Bird et al., (2012) note, because entrepreneurial behaviour is the ultimate manifestation of complex 
individual and social processes it would seem apt that the adoption of qualitative observation as a 
method would be a useful way to collect information-rich data from the participants (Bird et al., 2012).  
With this in mind, qualitative research offers a number of approaches that can be used to observe the 
behaviour of participants in a particular setting.  In broad terms these approaches can be classified into 
two main groups: participant and non-participant. Participant observation was discounted as the 
researcher was not in a position, as a sponsored full-time PhD student at this time, to embark upon an 
entrepreneurial venture and, even if this had been possible, access to an incubator would have been 
unavailable given the waiting list for places and entry requirement. It would also have been potentially 
unethical in that it would have denied an incubator place to a ‘real’ aspiring entrepreneur.  
Non-participant observation, in contrast, did not require the researcher to be actively explicitly involved 
in any of the events or activities that the participants themselves were undertaking.  Thus, the researcher 
observed all the action possible (like a fly on the wall), with the consent of the participant, like being in 
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the situation but an out of the way observer (Neergaard and Ulhøi, 2007).   Whilst a researcher does not 
actively participate in any specific activities, these observations do typically involve them being fully 
immersed in the organisational setting.  
However, a researcher’s presence may affect how those being observed act, react and behave in general, 
known as the Hawthorne or the observer effect (Monahan and Fisher, 2010; Neergard and Ulhøi, 
2007).  In the current research this was not considered to be a major issue (although its presence can 
never be claimed to be total eliminated). On the one hand, the research did not involve any especially 
sensitive issues and was explicitly explained as having no consequences for an entrepreneur’s business 
nor for their position in the incubator. Similarly, the researcher’s status as a PhD student gave him a 
formal separation from ‘official’ incubator processes. As such, there was no obvious indication from 
the interviews or observations that participants were significantly concerned about the researcher’s 
presence. On the other hand, the fact that the researcher had previous experience as an incubated 
entrepreneur helped him to establish rapport and thus enable participants to be relaxed about his 
presence as someone who had shared their world rather than as an outside ‘inspector’ or ‘judge’.   
The observations involved looking for specific situational cues, i.e., indicators observed in real-time 
that related to the guiding concepts of the study (Neergaad and Ulhøi, 2007).  For example, in relation 
to Interaction Rituals there was a search for signs that a group had formed (number present, duration of 
meeting), who was present (whether some were included or excluded), the level of visible excitement 
amongst those gathered (banter, laughter, touching, movement), how entrained and focused were they 
with each other and a specific activity (did they seem to be pulling in the same direction).  
In addition, the observations were sensitive to the situational cues that might suggest how individuals 
were actively managing their own identity, focusing on evidence of ‘performance’ and the availability 
of different regions (“frontstage” and “backstage”) that individuals could use to present themselves and 
the different behaviours and demeanors in each (Goffman, 1959, p.32/69).  This enabled data to be 
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captured in real-time (Bergendahl and Landström, 2003). To capture observational data the researcher 
recorded notes in his field book supported by specific images of the incubators. 
4.5.2 Participant-led photography  
It has become “increasingly common” for the ethnographic researcher to ask participants to take a 
leading role in image making (Pink, 2007, p.89). As the name suggests, Participant-Led Photography 
involves the participants taking photographs which explicitly engages them in the co-creation of 
primary qualitative data. For example, previous research studies have used Participant Led-Photography 
in various contexts such as in the construction of identity among accountants (Warren and Parker-Lee, 
2009), the narratives of hairdressers' identities (Short and Warren, 2012), as a mediating tool in object-
Oriented learning in a museum context (Vartiainen and Enkenberg, 2014) and for exploring therapeutic 
interventions for those with intellectual disabilities (Boulton, et al., 2018). 
As these examples show, by placing the camera in the participant’s hands, the researcher is not imposing 
his/her interpretations on the importance of what to capture or what to exclude (Warren, 2005). Rather, 
the process of Participant Led-Photography allows the potential for a new dimension of ethnographic 
data to emerge, which allows the researcher access “to and knowledge about” information they are 
unable to generate themselves (Pink, 2007, p.88).  Consequently, a new avenue of inductive enquiry is 
likely to be opened-up that is arguably unavailable through more ‘traditional’ qualitative data collection 
methods such as interviews and focus groups.  
Once the participants have captured their images, they were invited to discuss them with the researcher 
in an interview setting, with the participant leading the presentation. A term commonly used to describe 
photographic interviewing is ‘photo elicitation’ (Pink, 2007), which is based on the simple notion of a 
participant’s captured image being inserted into the interview setting (Harper, 2002). When participants 
insert their own images into the interview setting they do not hold intrinsic meanings that researchers 
alone can extract from them, because the images are meaningful to the participant who captured them, 
and when these images are discussed within new narratives they are made meaningful again (Pink, 
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2007). The images produced by the participant and the interpretation of their meaning is primarily a 
collaborative effort because both the participant and researcher are discussing the meaning of an image 
and figuring it out together (Harper, 2002). However, ultimately the ‘presentation’ of the image and the 
interpretation within the final text will be primarily the work of the researcher as they write the research 
report, although the extent to which this is shaped by the interview should be made explicit in this 
process of writing-up. 
In this research, although it was the participants who took the lead in taking the photographs, it was an 
activity that was initiated by the researcher through the development and issuance of a photo-brief (see 
Appendix 1). This document broadly guided them on what to photograph (without detailing the 
specifics of what images to capture). The photo-brief used in this study adopted the style of Warren’s 
(2005) version, in that it was presented in a friendly and informative style. It was designed in a visual 
format that still maintained structure around three sequential steps, namely: meet the researcher; take 
the pictures; and chat about the images in a photo-interview setting.  Table 7 below shows the 
characteristics of the Participant-Led Photography activity (statistics) in the context of this research. In 
particular, it shows the sample size (number of participants who accepted to be involved).  
Table 7:  Participant-Led Photography activity 
 Incubator A Incubator B Incubator C Total 
Number of Participants approached 
to partake in PLP. 
13 4 4 21 
Number of participants who 
accepted. 
2 3 3 8 
Number of PLP interviews 
conducted. 
2 3 3 8 
Total duration of interviews (hrs.) 2 3 3 8 
Number of images brought to the 
interview setting and discussed 
(total across incubator). 
25 35 24 84 
Number of images not used or 
presented in Appendix due to 
confidently or suitability issues. 
                                                                             34 
Number of images Analysed – see 
Appendix 6. 
                                                                            50 
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For each photo-interview conducted, the participant took a leading role in guiding the interview by 
introducing their own images to start discussion. In all cases, there was no prior knowledge of which 
images each participant would want to discuss. In some cases, participants introduced images of their 
children and the family home, which were both unexpected and enlightening as they provided another 
perspective of their work/home boundary, reinforcing the inductive nature of this research. Lastly, 
whilst interviews were conversations centering on the photographs taken by the participants, a semi-
structured interview guide (see Appendix 2) was also prepared to develop additional depth to the 
interview encounters. The same guide was also used to conduct interviews that were not image-driven 
as explained below. The approach to analysing this visual data is discussed further below in Section 4.6 
below. 
4.5.3 Semi-structured interviews 
Using face-to-face interviews to collect qualitative data remains one of the most important tools 
available to the qualitative researcher. There are different variants of interview technique, which can be 
positioned on an interview continuum (Knox and Burkard, 2009).  At one end there is the loose 
unstructured approach, whilst at the other is the rigid standardised style.   The latter is used to collect 
precise data with pre-established categories (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011), whilst the former uses no a 
priori categorisations to guide the interview. Occupying the middle ground of this continuum is the 
semi-structured interview, which has been widely used in a number of disciplines. The semi-structured 
interview approach gravitates around the development and use of an interview guide (see Appendix 2).   
This guide provides a degree of structure in the form of a list of often experience or literature-linked 
themes or questions upon which the interview is constructed, but also allows for sufficient freedom and 
flexibility for the interview to go into different areas. Each theme can be probed in a different way, 
questions may be asked or phrased differently from one interview to the next, the ordering of themes or 
questions can differ and interviewees themselves may unintentionally raise one of the themes thereby 
prompting discussion (Adams, 2010; Dearnley, 2005). 
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The semi-structured interview approach was chosen over the other types for this study because it 
allowed a degree of structure (to explore the guiding concepts) yet provided enough freedom to explore 
different areas and to allow new emergent themes to emerge.  Thus, to collect these data the semi-
structured interview guide was constructed with open questions as shown in Appendix 2. The same 
interview guide was used to conduct interviews and photo-interviews for recruited entrepreneurs.  
Whilst the latter was driven by the interviewee bringing their images to the interview, the guide allowed 
participants to explain their images fully before moving on to the common probes and questions. This 
allowed consistency across all participants but with additional data from those undertaking Participant 
Led-Photography. The relationship between the interview questions and their links to the research 
questions is shown in Table 8 below. 
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Table 8: The relationship between the interview questions and the research questions  
Interview Question Focus Research questions 
 Q1 Q2 Q3 
 What are the patterns of 
social dynamics that 
shape the entrepreneur’s 
journey through the 
incubation process? 
How are these social 
dynamics shaped by the 
nature of the incubation 
process and by the 
incubatees’ own lived 
experiences? 
What does this process 
reveal about the process 
of incubation as part of 
the entrepreneurial 
journey? 
Perception of the business incubator   ✓ 
Their typical day – how it unfolds, takes shape or changes ✓  ✓ 
Different situations (interactions, meetings, presentations, pitches, discussions, 
social events and other events) they get involved in and the strategies used 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Situations they like or dislike ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Motivation or demotivation  ✓ ✓ 
Interaction with others (incubator staff) ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Relationships with others (incubator staff) ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Interaction with fellow entrepreneurs  ✓ ✓ 
Relationships with fellow entrepreneurs ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Likes and dislikes about the incubator, the incubation process  ✓ ✓ 
Attitudes, thoughts, feelings and behavior  ✓ ✓ 
What is important to them  ✓ ✓ 
What is not important to them  ✓ ✓ 
Impression they give off – is that important, does it change across the day  ✓ ✓ 
How they want to be perceived and viewed by others (incubator staff) and fellow 
entrepreneurs 
 ✓ ✓ 
Their identity and image they want to foster  ✓ ✓ 
The perception of others (incubator staff)  ✓ ✓ 
Proximity with others (incubator staff) and entrepreneurs ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Events that are successful and others that are not ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Insight into their world - a behind the scenes look  ✓ ✓ 
Things they would change or improve   ✓ 
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4.6 Data analysis 
A prominent strand in qualitative data analysis is concerned with inductively identifying themes, 
patterns and/or trends in the data (e.g., Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2013; Miles and 
Huberman, 1994; Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Terry et al., 2017).   According to Srivastava and Hopwood 
(2009) the identification of themes, patterns or trends is shaped by “what the inquirer wants to know 
and how the inquirer interprets what the data are telling her or him according to subscribed theoretical 
frameworks, subjective perspectives, ontological and epistemological positions, and intuitive field 
understandings” (Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009, p.77).  Themes do not magically emerge under their 
own steam so to speak, and the process of identifying them is a reflexive activity rather than a 
mechanistic routine.  Being reflexive with the data, therefore, means working with that information in 
an iterative way to reveal and refine understanding of what is going on.  Srivastava and Hopwood’s 
(2009) “practical iterative framework” provides one way to achieve this by utilising three guiding 
questions for the analyst: (1) What is it I want to know; (2) What are the data telling me; and (3) What 
is the relationship between what the data are telling me and what I want to know (Srivastava and 
Hopwood, 2009, p.76). 
In this study the first question can be related to the theoretical concepts that were identified as tentative 
guides for exploring social dynamics in Chapter Three. ‘What is it I want to know?’, can therefore be 
seen as an attempt to determine the extent to which these literature-derived concepts throw light upon 
the data gathered from the incubators. Do these concepts, as was suggested by the literature review, 
help to explain the nature and experience of incubator life? Therefore, the data can be used to elaborate 
and deepen these theoretical ideas, grounding them firmly in the specific experiences of incubation. 
However, this question can also be treated reflexively to the extent that the analysis will be sensitive to 
the possibility that the data may require these concepts to be refined or even rejected within the specific 
incubation setting (as was the case, see further on). This is enabled by the use of the semi-structured 
interview format and observational data with sufficient flexibility to point towards the elements of these 
guiding concepts at the same time as allowing participants to elaborate upon them in their own terms. 
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By using this analytical question, it was anticipated that insight could be gained into the processes of 
Interaction Rituals, Impression Management and Framing using the empirical ‘content’ shaped by the 
participants. 
This reflexive approach links directly to the second question: the search for unanticipated issues and 
themes that emerge inductively from the data itself. These emergent themes may require the issues 
raised by the previous question to be re-evaluated and redefined, thereby maintaining the reflexive 
sensitivity. To pre-empt the results presented in the following Chapters (Five and Six), in the process 
of analysis a number of unanticipated emergent themes became apparent, relating to issues such as 
membership status, the use of space, and the boundaries between home and work. 
The final question requires the analyst to focus explicitly on the relationship between the findings 
emerging from both previous questions. As there is likely to be an overlap between the interpretations 
that emerge from these, this question focuses explicitly on this by prompting the analyst to synthesise 
these points of connection and to consider the extent to which they suggest broader theoretical 
explanations that can encompass existing ideas and emergent insights. The discussion of findings 
explores such relationships and examines the consequences for such processes as ritual-building, 
energised behaviour and identity as part-and-parcel of the incubation experience and, following from 
this, the implications for entrepreneurial development.  Before using these analytical questions, it is 
necessary to organise the data ready for analysis. In the current study this involved two main stages:  
familiarity with the data and assigning codes.  
4.6.1 Data familiarity 
This involved the researcher becoming totally immersed in all forms the data. Audio recordings (from 
traditional semi-structured interviews and Participant Led-Photography) were listened to at least twice, 
participant images were revisited, as well as the researcher’s own photographs were reviewed, and field 
notes were scrutinised as a source of insight in their own right and as a way of checking comments and 
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issues raised in the interviews. To complete the important stage of data familiarity all interviews were 
transcribed, and proof read to ensure accuracy (see Appendix 3 for sample interview transcript). 
4.6.2 Data coding 
The next stage involved creating labels (codes), that is, meaningful expressions for elements in the data 
that the researcher deemed important and relevant to the broad research questions. Each data type was 
coded separately.  For example, with a semi-structured interview (see Appendix 4 for example pages of 
a coded interview transcript) the researcher first read through the interview transcript and labelled 
features of the data that appeared relevant in terms of the relationship with the literature before looking 
for emergent issues and themes.  In the case of the literature-derived concepts, two (Interaction Ritual 
and Impression Management) were given a set of a priori codes linked to their assumed properties.  
For example, the Interaction Ritual was taken to involve the following elements (translated into 
potentially observable components: (a) repeated or extended social interaction between two or more 
people in person  (i.e., more than a casual hello or exchange of routine pleasantries); (b) a sense of 
focus, indicated by body language and mutual attention indicating that this was not an encounter that 
was inviting other casual participants to join; (c) a common sense of purpose, indicated by a specific 
focus of attention rather than mere ‘polite’ conversation; (d) individual Emotional Energy, inferred from 
factors such as the level of excitement indicated by observed action and speech (turn-taking, 
interruptions, gestures, facial expressions, intonation and words or phrases suggesting heightened 
emotions); (e)  group solidarity, indicated by repeated interactions with a given set of people or by 
evidence that participants in an interaction desired further meetings (see Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2018).  
It was intended that these indicators could be applied in the process of observation where the researcher 
would be watching everyday interactions between incubator members and recorded in the field notes 
that were kept during these visits, and also that they could be used to code interview data where 
participants spoke about their relationships within the incubator. The former approach proved useful as 
the researcher was invited to a number of activities where individuals were in a position to enter into 
94 
 
meaningful group interactions, as is discussed in the next Chapter. It should be noted that whilst these 
factors served as analytical guides the researcher was constantly open to the need to accept that such 
evidence might be missing or incomplete and to resist the desire to force data into these guiding 
categories. The effectiveness is demonstrated in the following Chapter Five where it was concluded that 
the formation of Interaction Rituals of the kind suggested in the literature appeared problematic within 
the incubator context. 
A similar approach was adopted in relation to Impression Management. Drawing on the literature on 
Impression Management within organisations as noted in the previous Chapter (Chapter Three) Bolino 
and Turnley (1999), Jones and Pittman (1982), three key aspects were identified as being potentially 
relevant in the context of newly developing incubated entrepreneurs: (a) ‘organisational promotion’, (b) 
‘exemplification’ and (c) ‘supplication.’ As with Interaction Rituals it was intended that these aspects 
of Impression Management could be identified through direct observation and through the accounts 
provided in interviews.  
Framing, because it was dependent on the joint interpretation of Participant Led Photography images, 
was treated as being subject to emergent ideas (because the researcher had no concrete insight of what 
images was being presented at the interview) and was not subject to any ‘prior’ conceptualisation or 
coding for the reasons outlined in the discussion of this approach above.   
To ‘interpret’ participant images the researcher evoked Drew and Guillemin’s (2014) framework of 
‘interpretive engagement’ (Drew and Guillemin, 2014).  This approach comprises of three stages of 
meaning-making: “meaning-making through participant engagement (Stage 1), through researcher-
driven engagement (Stage 2), and through re-contextualising (Stage 3)” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, 
p.54).  On their own, these stages offer limited analytical capability but when used in “combination 
provide rich and comprehensive visual analysis” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.54).  
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Stage 1: this stage of analysis involves the participant bringing the captured image[s] to an interview 
setting with the researcher (this is step 3 on photo-brief, see Appendix 1). Data at this stage comprises 
of three elements: (1) the image or suite of images the participant has captured; (2) their personal 
reflections on the specific image[s] and “on the process and context of production of their images” and 
(3) any interpretational insight from the participant (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.59).  The emphasis 
is on the participant “the image/s they have generated and their discussion or interpretation of the 
image” and their verbal account is fundamental in developing intentionality of the image between the 
researcher and the participant (Drew and Guillemin’s, 2014, p.60).  Extracts from interview transcripts 
can be seen in Appendix 5.   
Stage 2: at this stage of ‘meaning making’ the researcher engages in the “close examination and 
documenting of images, their content and their accompanying participant explanations (obtained from 
stage 1 – see Appendix 7 for an example). This in turn “facilitates the establishment of themes [see 
Section 6.3 further on detailing the main themes to emerge] and development of connections between 
those themes” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.60].  To assist in this process of the participant images, a 
number of appropriate ‘interpretive questions’ were tentatively used to guide, not dictate, the analysis.  
Evoking the work of Rose (2012), a set of generic questions were used where appropriate to review 
participant generated images as shown below: 
• What is being shown? 
• What are the components of the image? 
• Is there more than one possible interpretation of the image? 
Again, this guide was not used as checklist, but they were sufficient enough to develop patterns in the 
data. The suite of images captured by the participants is shown in Appendix 6, along with the two main 
themes that emerged from the data are explained further on in Chapter Six.  
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Stage 3: during this stage of meaning making, “interpretive engagement framework relates to meaning-
making through re-contextualisation” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.63). Whilst the data is the same as 
stage 2, the “processes in this stage requires locating/re-locating the interpretations generated from the 
data within the theoretical framework/s available from the particular disciplinary commitments that 
have been applied to the project”, in this case Goffman’s (1974) Frame Analysis (Drew and Guillemin, 
2014, p.63/64). That said, there is potential to use “additional theoretical and conceptual directions that 
are suggested by the data themselves via the emerging analytic patterns,” Goss and Sadler-Smith’s 
(2018) ‘energy-texts’ being one, as discussed in Chapter Three.    
In stage 2, the researcher introduced three ‘interpretive questions’ to guide but not dictate the analysis.  
Two further questions, from Rose (2012), are particularly useful at this stage of the analysis: “What 
knowledges are being deployed?” and “Whose knowledges are excluded from this representation?” 
(Rose, 2012, p.347). Together, “these questions of knowledge generation and exclusion serve to open 
up and de-contextualise the emerging interpretations” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.64). As such, they 
position the “findings in the broader research context and potentially point to the significance of the 
findings, both conceptually and empirically (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.64). 
This stage also enables the intended audience of the images to be considered, which is often neglected 
in visual analysis literature (Drew and Guillemin, 2014). Again, the work of Rose (2012) was evoked, 
who provides some generic questions to focus on the audience and their role (Rose, 2012). 
• Who were the original audience(s) for this image? 
• How do different audiences interpret this image? 
• How are these audiences different from each other, in terms of class, gender, race, sexuality 
and so on? 
Thus, asking the questions of the images enables the researcher to broadly consider the anticipated and 
unanticipated audiences.   For example, an interpretation of the audience is that participants produced 
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the images for the researcher, it “therefore follows that the intended audience for the photographs” is 
the researcher” (Drew and Guillemin, 2014, p.64).  The audience is this case is the wider research 
community, incubator managers, staff and entrepreneurs. 
Whilst there has been a great deal of work on the data collection methods associated with visual 
approaches, “there is little published material that provides a step-by-step, analytic framework to inform 
the systematic and rigorous analysis of participant generated visual images” (Drew and Guillemin, 
2014, p.65).  The three stages of the ‘interpretive engagement’ process builds on existing scholarly work 
to address this gap and is seen as a coherent way to move from photographs-to-findings. Finally, these 
stages are “not necessarily mutually exclusive or linear and will invariably inform one another” (Drew 
and Guillemin, 2014, p.65). 
4.7 Reliability and validity  
The issues of validity and reliability have been the subject of debate in terms of qualitative research 
(Merriam, 1995). Whilst these are well practiced in quantitative research, in the qualitative paradigm 
there is a struggle within the field in regard to how to treat these two areas.  In the absence of agreed 
technical procedures (such as statistical tests), qualitative researchers have generally considered validity 
in terms of research quality.  Tracy (2010) for example, suggests eight criteria to assess quality in 
qualitative research. These eight criteria are used to briefly assess the approach of the current study 
below: 
Worthy topic:  Here the topic of the research needs to be shown to be relevant and timely. In the case 
of the current research a case can be made that given the expansion of incubation activity, a full 
understanding of its operation and, especially, the social processes upon which it depends, is needed if 
its success is to be secured and improvements made. 
Rich rigour: Here the study should use appropriate and complex theoretical constructs alongside 
appropriate sampling and adequate time in the field. In the current research, Chapter Three was devoted 
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to the theoretical issues and this Chapter has set out how these are to be used within a sample and 
research design fitted to the research questions. 
Sincerity: Here the study should be characterised by self-reflexivity and transparency about the 
methods. The annex to this Chapter sets out the personal reflexive approach taken in this study and the 
discussion above, alongside the relevant appendices, has sought to provide full details of how the 
research was approached at the general and granular levels. 
Credibility: Here the research should be marked by concrete detail, explication of tacit (non-textual) 
knowledge, and showing rather than telling. In the current study, the following Chapters (Chapter Five 
and Chapter Six) provides rich detail of the study context and demonstrates the views of participants 
and explains how these have been interpreted across a mix of different data collection methods. The 
approach of the study has been to allow an accurate portrayal of incubator life and enable participants 
to express their experiences without constraining these within deterministic models. 
Resonance: Here the research should ‘connect’ with readers or audiences by creating a sense of 
authenticity. In this study, emphasis is placed on presenting the data in as natural a form as possible to 
enable the reader to get a clear sense of how incubated entrepreneurs thought, felt and acted. This marks 
a useful departure from a field of study where the predominant approach has been to rely of cross-
sectional quantitative data that has offered relatively ‘thin’ accounts of actual incubator experience. 
Significant contribution: Here the research should provide a significant contribution conceptually 
and/or practically. As will be discussed in the final Chapter (Chapter Seven) the current research aims 
to contribute to both these areas. Firstly, it provides a fuller insight into an important economic process 
than most previous studies of incubation (see previous point). Secondly, it uses a theoretical approach 
(micro-sociology) that is relatively novel in both entrepreneurship and incubator studies and, as such, 
points to potentially new directions for research in these fields. Thirdly, by seeking to understand more 
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fully the social processes of incubation, it aims to provide insights that carry practical relevance for 
those managing and experiencing life in the incubator. 
Ethical: Here the research should consider a range of relevant ethical issues. These are dealt with fully 
in the following Section of this Chapter (See section 4.8). Issues concerning access to participants, 
reporting of results and handling of data were considered and subject to a successful ethical review from 
the researcher’s University (as shown in Appendix 8) 
Meaningful coherence: Here the study should connect the goals of the study with the relevant literature 
and the methods used. This has been the subject of the foregoing Sections. The researcher has sought 
to derive the research questions from gaps within the research on incubation, to identify concepts and 
theories that can inform the exploration of these questions, to design a research approach that offers a 
coherent method of addressing the questions, and to present the resulting data in a way that allows its 
robustness to be assessed by the reader. 
On these grounds it can be seen that an attempt has been made to address the issues of validity for this 
study and this Chapter has attempted to make these explicit. One further issue relevant to validity is that 
of generalisation. Payne and Williams (2005, p.295) note that there is a belief in the field that the 
researcher must “choose between an ‘interpretive sociology’, which rejects all generalization, and a 
sociology dependent on total or axiomatic generalizations (represented by statistical generalisations or 
physical laws)” (Payne and Williams, 2005, p.295).  They reject this binary approach and, in terms of 
qualitative research, suggest “moderatum generalizations” (Payne and Williams, 2005, p.296).  These 
"are not attempts to produce sweeping sociological statements that hold good over long periods of time, 
or across ranges of cultures", but conclusions that are "open to change" (2005, p.297).  Thus, they are 
moderate and testable through confirmation, that is, they can be confirmed or disconfirmed by other 
researchers. In the current study, it has been suggested that the incubators studied are likely to be broadly 
typical of those based around universities, in this respect, the final Chapter (Chapter Seven) will 
consider whether the current study has relevance for other incubators of a similar sort, or even for non-
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University incubators, e.g., private facilities. However, this will be based on a tentative suggestion of 
possible similarity (which further research could examine) rather than on any basis of statistical 
representativeness.  
4.8 Access and ethics 
4.8.1 Access 
To begin the process of gaining access to Portmanteau, a face-to-face meeting was arranged with a key 
‘gatekeeper’, namely the Operations Director of the Consortium, who had access to all five of the 
incubator managers. As a result of this meeting the Operations Director agreed to put the case for 
participating in the research to these managers.  In the event, only three managers felt able to involve 
their incubator in the study.  The two who did not participate stated no reason for their lack of 
involvement.  Whilst two of the five incubators, i.e., incubator D and E, did not participate, they can be 
considered to be broadly similar as such there was no significant loss of valuable data in terms of 
focusing on these three. 
To gain access to the participating incubators a meeting was held with each incubator manager at each 
of their respective sites.  These meetings were crucial because each manager not only controlled access 
to their respective incubators, but also the incubated entrepreneurs.  Without their permission, 
admittance would not be possible. The successful outcome of these meetings was therefore paramount. 
During each meeting a standard project verbal briefing was delivered. As part of this briefing, the 
following areas were covered: the number of participants required; what their involvement would be; 
and how the study might be of interest to the incubators themselves and the wider Portmanteau 
organisation. Each meeting lasted approximately one hour and resulted in access being granted to their 
respective incubators. As already noted above, despite this agreement the actual level of access at one 
of the incubators (incubator C) turned out to be less open than the others.   The researcher believes that 
their lack of openness was due to the fact that this incubator was balancing the tensions of being a 
relatively new Portmanteau member, i.e., they were still in the process of establishing their identity as 
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a facility.   For the researcher, lack of openness was difficult to deal with in the field as any level of 
access was considered of value.  Moreover, coupled with the researcher not wanting to be a nuisance or 
being considered a pest for seeking more access (in fear of rejection), the researcher worked within the 
boundaries provided.  
4.8.2 Ethics 
Seeking a favourable ethical opinion from the researcher’s University Ethics Committee was a 
requirement of this research study. This meant that the activities being undertaken met their required 
level of ethical standards and in doing so lessened the probability that these activities would cause harm. 
In the context of this research, the notion of harm was based on participants not being adequately 
informed of their involvement and any collected data not being handled with the appropriate level of 
care. To safeguard prospective participants from any harm the ethics application was based on a 
proposal that stipulated a formal approach to information about the research, the nature of participation, 
and the ways in which the data would be managed.  The application was approved with complimentary 
feedback from the Committee.  The appropriate documents (see the ethics pack in Appendix 8) are 
provided. 
Perhaps the most important ethical issue for this study (given that it was not concerned with especially 
contentious or challenging issues) was that of anonymity. Tilley and Woodthorpe (2011) refer to 
anonymity as obscuration or complete removal of participant information (in contrast to confidentiality, 
which is referred to as the management of private information). According to Bickford and Nisker 
(2015) anonymity and confidentiality are major considerations, not only for the ethics review board but 
also when, as they refer to it, “studying up” (Bickford and Nisker, 2015, p.276)   “Studying up” is when 
the focus of the research is on individuals who are deemed elite and with institutions that hold a degree 
of power. This potentially applies to University business incubation (Nader, 1969).  Here, the incubated 
entrepreneurs are on a highly competitive track of business development, which is associated with 
internationally renowned universities.   Consequently, the collection of information rich data presented 
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some challenges both in terms of potential reputational issues (if the results were perceived to threaten 
reputations) and, more likely, in safeguarding the confidentiality of information that might be deemed 
commercially sensitive and, as a result, might have significant consequences for the entrepreneurs, the 
universities and, of course, the researcher. Here the researcher’s own experience of developing a 
business using a patented technology made him acutely aware of both the practical issues regarding 
confidentiality and the personal anxiety that this would produce in those holding patented or patentable 
material. As a result, he was especially careful to be sensitive to such concerns.  
With this in mind, anonymising data involved changing identifying features (locations and participants’ 
real names) to non-distinctive pseudonyms (Moore, 2012) based on a random selection of given 
names.   With respect to place, that is, geographic or organisational information, it was decided to 
remove all identifying features from the data and assign the pseudonym Portmanteau to the umbrella 
organisation, along with identifiable details of its geographical location.  Where participants disclosed 
clearly identifiable data in their interviews or images, this was either disguised or removed, as was any 
information that could have been considered commercially sensitive.  
The next Section discusses the authors reflexive position in relation to this study.  This is of particular 
importance, as the author was once incubated within one of the Portmanteau incubators (as already 
explained) included in this study. 
4.9 Reflexive annex 
The notion of ‘reflexivity’ refers to the practice whereby the researcher “reflect[s] upon their actions 
and values” at different points of the research process (Feighery, 2006, p.271).  Undertaking the act of 
reflexivity means going through a process of reorientation, where the focus of attention is turned from 
the researched (the participants) to the researcher.  This ‘reflexive turn’ enables the researcher to 
become the object of his/her own observation and in a sense focus of their ongoing self-review.   
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Reflexivity is important in this research as the researcher was an entrepreneur who experienced business 
incubation at first hand with his new-venture D3TEX Ltd.  To establish the relevance of this experience 
for the current research, it is necessary to provide some brief details of the researcher’s entrepreneurial 
background. The bulk of this account is written in the first person to capture the personal nature of the 
reflexive process.   
4.9.1 Personal reflective account 
The basis of my entrepreneurial experience hinges on the fact that, for most population groups, the 
natural formation of vitamin D in the body is a response to sunlight exposure. However, there are some 
groups that receive little or no sunlight exposure as a result of their religious and cultural customs that 
require women, in particular, to cover virtually all of their bodies (including face, neck and hands) from 
the age of puberty.  In such cases, the clothing acts as an ultra violet blocker. The natural source of 
vitamin D, sunlight, cannot penetrate the material. This blocking mechanism is no different from the 
way pollution blocked sunlight in cities during the UK’s industrial revolution, with similar health 
results. Thus, in several sub-Saharan countries, women are extremely prone to vitamin D deficiency 
and thus are at risk of a number of poor health outcomes such as osteomalacia (bone softening, bone 
pain, muscle wastage) and osteoporosis (brittle bone disease and ultimately fracture), with significant 
financial and human costs running to hundreds of millions of pounds sterling. 
My idea, which had not been thought of up until this point, was to develop a patentable textile that 
allows the transmission of UV from sunlight through the material to the surface of the skin so that 
vitamin D3 can be produced naturally.   However, this was just an idea and I had no experience of 
designing technical textiles, no expertise in scaling a start-up of this sort and limited disposable cash to 
fund the venture. Though excited by the idea, the future of the concept looked at best very uncertain.  
Largely by chance I was introduced to the concept of business incubation, something of which I had 
little understanding.  As I learned that an incubator could provide the sort of business guidance 
(including the emotional support from fellow entrepreneurs) I was seeking to commercialise my nascent 
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venture, I also came to realise that gaining access to incubation space was highly sought after and 
competitive.  Nevertheless, I completed an application form for membership at my ‘local’ incubator (a 
member of the Portmanteau consortium) and shortly afterwards was invited for an entry interview with 
the Incubator manager.  I presented my business idea during a sixty-minute interview, during which the 
focus was on the technology behind my product and its potential scalability - one of the Portmanteau 
objectives was to encourage high tech, high growth technologies. To the best of my ability, I answered 
a host of questions and provided appropriate answers. I gained a very clear impression that the 
interviewer was testing me to expose any propensity to ‘bullshit’ - this was not a viable strategy, and I 
quickly adopted the approach of frankly admitting when I did not know an answer.  At the end of the 
interview, I was really surprised to be offered a place on the incubation programme (which could last 
between two and three years) as a full member. In retrospect, this experience shaped two aspects of the 
research.  First, I was made aware that being a ‘full member’ was a significant achievement and very 
much the ‘first prize’ for an applicant. During the field work, I recalled my sense of pride at gaining 
this status, and this drew my attention to some of the issues that were raised by participants who had 
‘lesser’ membership affiliations and to their relationships with the full members. Whilst I would 
probably have identified this issue in a ‘factual’ sense, I felt my own recollections of its emotional 
connotations encouraged me to explore this in greater depth than might otherwise have been the case. 
Second, my experience at the interview resonated when I encountered the literature on Impression 
Management, and this helped me to explore this further as a potentially relevant concept within the 
incubator process, both at the point of entry and, when I looked back, at several other stages throughout 
the incubator journey.  
Over a two-year period, I became fully immersed in the processes of incubation: I attended business 
review panels, pitched for investment at specific events and engaged in the more routine and mundane 
meetings involved in daily incubator life. With regard to the review panels, I am now conscious that 
not only was I showcasing my innovation, but I was also, quite consciously, trying to ‘shape’ the panel 
members to my way of thinking – another memory that resonated with the idea that incubation involved 
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a good deal of ‘performance’ (even though I did not have the concepts to articulate this then). Indeed, 
looking back on it, there was surprisingly little due diligence or validation of facts – it seems to have 
been more about establishing social credibility and acceptance. Where this was not achieved, as was 
the case with one member of the panel to whom I took an instant dislike, a more defensive ‘front’ was 
adopted.  
Again, with hindsight I can see that this dislike stemmed from this individual (despite being an 
entrepreneur-in-residence) behaving more like a stereotypical ‘organisation man’, and he came to 
represent a tension that I became increasingly aware of: I wanted to behave as I thought an entrepreneur 
should (in effect, go my own way), but I had a growing sense of being trapped in an organisational 
environment which constrained many of my activities. As an entrepreneur within this incubator, I was 
looking for stimulation and excitement from this special environment; what I got was something 
completely different, mostly dull, mundane activity, much of which was often merely ‘filling time’ that 
I see now was more about justifying my place in the incubator. In short, it had become much more like 
a conventional job. This was another realisation that gathered strength as the research progressed, and 
I became increasingly interested as to whether others seemed to experience this paradox of being 
expected to behave like an entrepreneur but within the limits set by a quasi-employing organisation. 
I think it was this sense of paradox that also pointed me towards wanting to provide an account of the 
experience of incubation as it was lived, not as it was represented in the more abstract academic 
literature. For instance, although I and the other entrepreneurs were given opportunities to pitch for 
funding, I never really knew anyone during my tenancy who secured investment – was it a myth?. The 
investment events were showcased as something grand with ‘special’ people (the high net-worth 
individuals with money) coming in, but they seemed to me nothing more than a beauty contest – a PR 
opportunity for the incubator management and an opportunity for investors to congratulate themselves. 
This feeling of disillusion was, and is, not something that finds its way into incubator PR literature, nor 
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into many of the academic accounts. I saw my research as a way to penetrate the glossy surface of 
incubation. 
With these types of experience, I became less impressed with incubation, so, to the incubator manager’s 
apparent surprise, I informed them that I was taking my company out of the facility (a long time before 
I was expected to). It felt a huge relief to be back in control of my own destiny, and as I started this 
research, I became increasingly interested in whether others shared such feelings. However, whilst I 
had a personal sense of disenchantment with incubation, when I started this study I found the experience 
extremely useful as a researcher. Having ‘entrepreneurial credentials’ helped secure meetings with 
incubator managers, in good Impression Management style, I did not express my real feelings about my 
experience. These credentials also provided me with some credibility when recruiting participants (not 
just another time-wasting academic – which would probably have been my view had I been approached 
back then). However, as my PhD got underway this experience also caused me to think about how this 
might influence my own research practice – for good or ill. For me, undertaking my research was like 
oscillating between being an incubatee (my former life) and being a researcher - it was like wielding a 
“double edge sword” (Higate and Cameron, 2006, p.227).  On one hand, insider authenticity allowed 
me to smooth the path to, build long-lasting participant relationships and have an empathic 
understanding of participants’ daily-life.  On the other hand, I was conscious that my own views and 
perspectives had the potential not only to inform but also to colour the data that I wished to collect, 
analyse and report.  Part of my data collection involved being a ‘fly on the wall’ observer which meant 
remaining in the background – being seen, but not heard.  For example, whilst sitting in on a pre-
business review panel with an incubatee and an Entrepreneur-in-Residence I came to sense a degree of 
tension around my presence in the room. Despite having discussed this beforehand with both 
participants individually and gaining their approval, the Entrepreneur in Residence did not seem to be 
able to resist indulging in what I took to be a less than subtle put-down, introducing me, with thinly 
veiled sarcasm, as someone who was there to  “tell me [the Entrepreneur in Residence] where I am 
going wrong and what I am doing.”  Tempting as it was, my immediate thought was to resist replying 
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in kind and to remain quietly in the background; I noted in my field notes: “He is trying to catch me 
out, he his testing his own ego on me – I am doing my best not to engage and give anything away.” My 
challenge was not to get pulled into any discussion where I felt the need to defend myself by using my 
views and experiences to influence the context any more than I could help simply by being there. 
In another example, I was fortunate enough to be invited to an actual business review panel with other 
external members.  I remember arriving and being introduced to the participants (incubatees, staff and 
externals) and then being invited to sit at the table where the review was going to take place.  This felt 
awkward as it seemed that I would inevitably become involved in the review itself. I therefore politely 
asked if I could sit in a corner as this would allow me to keep track of my field-notes. I then tucked 
myself away as inconspicuously as possible, a principle I tried to adopt in all my observational 
situations.  
Similarly, with interviews I became conscious that I had sufficient shared experience to inadvertently 
shape the discussion and initially I found it was very easy for the dynamic of the interview to change 
from me asking the questions to me being probed by the participant for tips on how to manage the 
incubation experience. I quickly learned not to be too forthcoming about my entrepreneurial credentials 
before an interview (although this was a tempting way to establish rapport) and to put more emphasis 
on my role as a somewhat naïve student seeking help with their PhD.  I found myself consciously also 
applying this ‘partitioning’ of my entrepreneurial and research experiences when I turned to analysing 
my data, trying deliberately not to let my own past experiences of many of the processes I was observing 
and recording to dominate what I read into and out of the data, telling myself that I was looking at this 
with ‘fresh eyes’ and focusing on the participants’ viewpoints rather than my own. I hope that this 
ongoing process of conscious reflection helped to portray an accurate representation of the incubator 
experience as far as possible. Where I have drawn upon my previous experience to contribute to my 
interpretations I have tried to make this explicit. 
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4.10 Chapter conclusion 
This Chapter has discussed the methods and methodology used by the study to address the research 
questions that emerged from the literature review on incubation. The exploratory, qualitative 
ethnography was designed to throw maximum light onto an under researched set of issues by 
simultaneously drawing upon micro-sociological concepts whilst remaining open to the significance of 
emergent results. By using a research setting broadly typical of University-linked incubation in the UK 
and using a variety of data-collection methods, rich and nuanced interpretations of incubator life could 
be produced to help extend the limited research knowledge of incubation as a social process (Hackett 
and Dilts, 2004; Scillitoe and Chakrabarti, 2010). 
The findings and discussion are presented and critically unpacked in Chapter Five (Part I) and Chapter 
Six (Part II) as each deal with the findings emerging from the empirical analysis of key aspects of the 
conceptual framework. Chapter five, Part I, addresses Interaction Rituals at the contextual level of 
analytical distinction. Chapter six, Part II, deals with Impression Management and Framing at the 
interpersonal and individual level of analytical distinction. Together, these theoretical tools provide a 
comprehensive (and inseparable) approach to explore the distinct role played by social dynamics in the 
incubation context. The concluding Chapter of the Doctoral Thesis (Chapter Seven) draws upon, 
summarises and pulls together the findings of both Chapter Five and Six in terms of the key 
contributions and implications of the research overall. 
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5 Findings and Discussion Part I: Interaction Rituals 
5.1 Chapter introduction 
In Chapter four, the rationale for selecting Portmanteau incubators as the focus of this investigation was 
explained and discussed. This selection enabled participant entrepreneurs (the incubatees) to be 
purposively sampled (see Table 6 in Section 4.4 for their specific characteristics), so that the social 
dynamics of daily incubator life could be explored. In this Chapter, the research findings are presented 
and critically discussed, focusing on Interaction Ritual. It critically examines the contextual patterns of 
social interaction identified within the incubators. To this end, the patterns of data are presented and 
unpacked, along with pertinent emerging issues that were found by the researcher to arise whist in the 
field (for example, as discussed in Section 5.2, it became apparent from examining the interview and 
observational data that an understanding of Interaction Ritual was needed to take account of 
unanticipated features of incubator organisation; the “What are the data telling me” analytic question 
posed by Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009, p.79). 
Interview quotations are used throughout the Chapter to support the findings presented, evidence and 
provide further transparency for the interpretations made, and to give the reader a window into the 
voices of the participants and a ‘feel’ for how they actually expressed themselves. To ensure 
confidentiality, each participant has been identified with a fictitious ‘given name’ or pseudonym. 
Individual incubators are also anonymised using the labels A, B, or C consistently throughout. Where 
excerpts of the researcher’s ethnographic field notes are referred to, this is clearly indicated in the text. 
5.2 Interaction Rituals 
As detailed in the discussion in Chapter Three, social encounters that repeat over time or involve some 
level of commitment can be seen as instances of Interaction Rituals (Collins, 2004). It might be 
expected, therefore, that the nature of social interaction within an incubator context would provide a 
basis for the emergence of Interaction Rituals (i.e., entrepreneurs busily progressing their new ventures 
in close proximity of each other over an extended time period – see Chapter Four for Interaction Ritual 
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a priori codes and their assumed properties).  To explore this, these data were explored by looking for 
contextual patterns of social interaction that might be involved in such processes. 
This search was guided by indicators such as repeated social interaction between persons; a sense of 
commitment to the interacting group; and a common sense of purpose and focus that are associated with 
the guiding theoretical lens. When present, such interactions were expected to evidence individual 
Emotional Energy and group solidarity (Collins, 2004). Any emergent findings were reconsidered 
against the original theoretical framework and recommendations made where appropriate. The analysis 
begins by examining Portmanteau virtual members and the effect this membership category has on their 
social interactions.    
5.2.1 Gaining membership with Portmanteau 
To become a member of the Portmanteau organisation, an applicant had to first make an initial enquiry 
by applying online via the incubator website. If the applicant was successful at this initial stage, then 
they are invited to attend a pre-incubation interview (similar to the researcher’s own experience when 
applying back in 2008) with the incubator manager and often another member of staff, for example an 
entrepreneur in residence. During this interview the focus is on the applicant’s business idea and their 
personal circumstances. Whilst the former is concerned with the fit between their idea and the strategic 
support the incubator may be able to offer, the latter would concentrate on the more practical 
considerations of running a new-venture, e.g., whether the applicant was already employed, the 
proximity of their home location relative to the incubator and the amount of time they have to invest in 
their new-venture. The latter is an important factor as establishing a new-venture requires high amounts 
of energy, time, passion and commitment – without it, it is likely that the business will struggle and not 
get off the ground and ultimately fail (“In an entrepreneurial ecosystem, the failure rate of startups is 
extremely high at 90... [percent]”) (Kalyanasundaram, 2018, p.79). After taking all of these factors into 
account, the final decision rests with the incubator manager as to what membership type is offered. 
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Following such interviews, there are a number of possible outcomes for the applicant. One possible 
outcome is that their application is rejected, and no membership type is offered as observed by the 
researcher when he sat in on two entry interviews at incubator A: “I have been to two entry interviews 
and it’s tough – both applicants failed to get in.  I was impressed with the questions raised by the two 
staff” (Field notes, incubator A). An alternative outcome for the applicant is that their application is 
accepted, and they are offered full membership status within the incubator (subject to available space). 
This comprises of an access card, a package of guided support plus a dedicated desk space in a 
communal area or their own office area. Another outcome is that their application is successful, but they 
are offered virtual membership, which includes a similar package of support but does not include any 
form of desk or office space within the incubator or importantly a swipe access card to physically get 
in.  As a result, the Portmanteau entrepreneur community includes those who hold full membership and 
others who are virtual members.   However, whilst these different classifications seem pragmatic and 
are designed to reflect entrepreneurs’ situations and circumstances, a more fine-grained analysis 
suggests that these distinctions carry more subtle implications for members’ sense of status and patterns 
of social interaction (see further on). 
For instance, due to security reasons, each of the three incubator sites used access control to regulate 
who enters and leaves the facility (see incubator layouts further on). Typically, this could comprise of 
a manned desk in the reception area, a swipe card-controlled doorway at some level, and in some 
instances, additional key code entry points. Consequently, for incubatees to gain access to all three 
incubators they required the necessary pass, pass codes or both.  
However, only full members had swipe access cards (causing restricted entry to virtual members as 
explained further on) as part of their membership package, virtual members did not have this privilege. 
For virtual members, therefore, entry into the incubator tended to be on official visits such as attending 
a review of their business or a workshop briefing. Though the differentiation of membership types and 
associated access rights was portrayed as a rational and pragmatic organisational practice, reflecting 
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security concerns and anticipated need for regular access, they seemed to carry more complex social 
meaning (social barring of free movement) for entrepreneurs, especially those who were virtual 
members. 
5.2.2 The Interaction Ritual dynamics of virtual members 
In the interviews with virtual members from incubator A and B, it became apparent that their limited 
access affected their levels of social interaction within the incubator. For example, for one virtual 
member (Helen, from Incubator A) who previously had full status with a desk in a communal space, 
the lack of access meant that she could only meet old (and on rare occasions new members) 
acquaintances outside the incubator in a communal area, which was physically outside of the incubator.  
However, as the following quote illustrates, Helen experienced these meetings with a deep sense of 
‘disconnection’ from the incubator, leading to feelings of disappointment, a diminution in status, and 
of being deliberately excluded from opportunities of Interaction Ritual with others (indicated by her 
framing of the loss of a card as having been ‘taken away’): 
“I meet them downstairs because I’m not an actual member [full member], I 
don’t actually have a pass to get upstairs anymore. They took it away…  which 
is a bit of a shame and I mean I’ve asked, y’know you can kinda get like a daily 
one but usually there all booked out by the time I get there, so it’s a little bit of 
a shame, because you do feel a little bit less of like a part of it I guess [i.e. 
disconnected from other incubatees and the daily chat] . . .y’know when they 
took away my card, because I am not a member anymore with an office… it does 
make you feel a little bit like you’re just kinda visiting, like you don't really 
belong I suppose… like an outsider.  . . . don't have an office anymore, so you 
can’t really, you can’t even get upstairs because you don't have a card to get 
upstairs… I did like it better when you could kinda all go upstairs and it was just 
the Portmanteau, rather than having it be like the communal space, which is 
kinda for everyone.  It feels, it feels a bit… maybe, a bit less kind of exclusive.” 
(Helen - A).   
When listening to the interview as part of the transcription process (see Section 4.6), it was noticeable 
that Helen spoke in a low sorrowful tone when reflecting upon her experiences of being a virtual 
member compared to when she once had full status, this seeming to make her feel sad that she had lost 
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her status – almost downbeat and projecting low Emotional Energy from not being involved (Collins, 
2004).  Also, in the following quote Helen shows a sense of feeling uncomfortable when visiting the 
incubator, wanting others to be friendlier, avoiding interaction and treating the incubator as a place of 
transit that you simply pass through:  
“It would be nice if people were a bit friendlier, a bit more social a bit kinda like y’know more 
interested in other people I guess. It would probably make me feel a bit more comfortable being 
there.  I sometimes feel like, so, so I, you tend to sometimes feel a bit like [long pause] not, not 
uncomfortable but it’s just kinda of a place that you go, you use the resources and then you go 
away and I think if I had a room there I would, I y’know and when I did go a bit more regularly 
I didn't feel so much like that.  I think being a virtual member it is a lot more, it is a lot more 
difficult.”  (Helen – A). 
This reaction resonates with the view that, over time, situations associated with feelings of sadness 
result in low levels of Emotional Energy: reduced motivation levels of activity that makes “social 
interaction passive, foot-dragging and perfunctory” (Collins, 2004, p.107; Turner, 2002). In other 
words, it would seem that Helen had in a sense lost her Interaction Ritual focus, i.e., her “mutual focus 
of attention” with others (within the incubator), and hence her motivation to be involved in any deep 
and meaningful capacity (Collins, 2004, p.48). 
Another virtual member, Steve from Incubator B, provided a similar account when talking about his 
access to the incubator:     
 “Yeah, so, I don’t probably get involved in a great deal of, a great number of situations.  I am 
always relatively responsive on email, because I would like to more involved in the things, but 
it seems as if most of them happen either during the day.  When being a virtual member you’re 
working full [time], and normally working full time you just don’t have an opportunity, so they 
have a er like a coffee morning …  a networking morning once a month. Rarely can I make that   
. . . there doesn’t seem to be a great deal of flexibility, which means that I don’t really attend 
that much.  Er I think, I think I um, when I am part of it I feel like I am insider, [but] the vast 
majority of the time I feel like I’m probably on the outside and not having access to the 
conversation and I guess the spirit that exists within the environment.” (Steve – B). 
Here, Steve points out the way in which the scheduling of some events within Incubator B, usually 
organised during the day, was problematic for some virtual members because their distance from the 
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incubator made it more difficult than those working internally to find the time to attend.  Again, this 
quotation is interesting because it points not only to a practical problem but also to its emotional effect, 
suggesting a sense of disappointment, sadness and low Emotional Energy (Collins, 2004) (“I would like 
to be more involved in the things”) and demoralisation (frustrated by the lack of flexibility that seems 
to make him feel guilty about not attending as much as he would like to). This emotional effect could 
be complex and variable as Steve went on to state how he perceived himself (“I feel like I am [an] 
insider, [but] the vast majority of the time I feel like I’m probably on the outside”).  
As discussed below, this comment is interesting because it points to the significance of the direct social 
situation (events that are scheduled) in influencing long-term mood (or levels of “Emotional Energy”) 
amongst entrepreneurs (Collins, 2004): when present and involved inside the incubator there was a 
sense of belonging and connection to the perceived high Emotional Energy within (the “spirit of the 
environment” as Steve referred to it), but when outside there was a sense of being excluded  and almost 
cut out of participating in something more exciting and hence felt/experienced a lower Emotional 
Energy tone (removed and remote from that ‘spirit’)  (Collins, 2004, p.84). This sense may have been 
sharpened because Steve had already had a successful corporate career and, as Gumpert and Boyd 
(1984) noted, when exploring loneliness among owners of smaller companies, they (those who have 
experienced a corporate life) often missed the easy access to energised camaraderie this provided 
(Gumpert and Boyd, 1984). As a virtual member easy access to such a spirited environment was now 
restricted and, in a sense, off-limits.   
This sense of missing out on something going on was also expressed by Helen from Incubator A as the 
following quotation reveals. 
“ … Um, I think [mumbled] what affects it more [not being part of it] is the fact that like I am 
running my own company, y’know by myself with no help [laugh] that probably affects my 
innovation a lot more than anything else … if I talked to the guys a bit more and got some ideas, 
then again that's great but on the other hand it’s just ideas. You, you, I think, I think the real 
barrier for me progressing my, my innovation is the fact that I am doing it alone.” (Helen - A). 
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Again, this is of interest as the issue over membership access seems to follow through not only to virtual 
members’ awareness of status loss and emotional dissatisfaction (they craved high energised situations), 
but also in a sense that they are progressing their business idea alone, even possibly in a state of 
loneliness (Gumpert and Boyd, 1984).  As noted by Øyhus (2003) “the striking feature characterising a 
successful entrepreneur was that they were clever to utilise these relationships within their environment, 
both as a source as well as a vehicle for their entrepreneurial processes” (Øyhus, 2003, p.220).  
Consequently, low social interaction held the potential to impact on their ability to progress their 
business venture because of reduced access opportunities to participate in the daily interactions that can 
stimulate entrepreneurial practices (Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2018).   
This sense of disconnection was also expressed by another virtual member, April from Incubator A, 
who considered herself an outsider to Incubator A with little real sense of connection beyond ad hoc 
personal contacts that she created when inside the incubator: 
“I would say a bit of an outsider … I don’t know who any of the other business[es] in here are 
really apart from a couple of them.”  (April - A). 
It would seem, therefore, that different access rights, resulting from pragmatic and, on the face of it, 
unremarkable organisational policy, created a subtle and complex unintended social barrier (a form of 
social barring) between virtual (those on the outside) and full members (others on the inside) that 
extended from the simple act of physical access into feelings about status, belonging, motivation and 
the ability to effectively diffuse their value propositions. At one level this placed clear constraints on 
the scope for social interaction between the virtual and full members.  At another level, the data suggests 
that these negative emotional feelings of being an outsider may be ‘repairable’ and regenergised as 
Steve’s ambivalent comment above suggested (“I think ...  when I am part of it I feel like I am insider, 
the vast majority of the time I feel like I’m probably on the outside”). 
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This quotation suggests that Steve had no current ritual focus but that his level of “Emotional Energy” 
could be rekindled or re-energised when he was on the inside and part of the ‘spirit’ (Collins, 2004, 
p.84). This suggests that the binary classification between insider and outsider categories may be more 
nuanced and temporal, i.e., one moment they are outsiders and next in a sense a quasi-insider – almost 
part of the incubator family, but not completely.  This tentative notion was supported by Helen as shown 
in the quotation below:  
“I would say a bit of an outsider…Yeah.  I don’t know who any of the other business in here 
are really apart from a couple of them.  Can’t just wander in, couldn’t, no,… I think you can 
get through that door can’t you?  I haven’t done any of that [meet with external experts]… I 
don't have one [a relationship with other entrepreneurs]…..not really, oh well, no well  I 
suppose I’m on ‘hello’ and speaking terms with a few people that we’ve have spoken to because 
there’s some kind of synergy between their business and ours… but one, two maybe people 
that I would recognise, I couldn’t even tell ya their name.” (Helen - A).  
For Helen, therefore, feeling a “bit of an outsider” implies that although at times she felt included, this 
was purely based on rather superficial interactions (“hello and speaking terms”) rather than sustained 
and intensifying Interaction Rituals.  
Therefore, when considering the position of virtual members of the Portmanteau incubators, specifically 
in their relations with full members (those on the inside), the data has revealed that at best social 
interaction with those on the inside was of low intensity.  This insider-outsider dynamic has similarities 
with Elias and Scotson’s (1994) notion of established and the outsider (Elias and Scotson, 1994).  The 
authors found that the outsiders were individuals lacking in both social advantage and connection – who 
were likely to be exclude from structures (power, economic and knowledge) of where they lived (Elias 
and Scotson, 1994).  As a virtual member, being ‘unintentionally’ excluded through their membership 
status effectively caused then to be socially disadvantaged.    
It would seem, therefore, that the membership policies of Portmanteau, which were the same across the 
sites, unintentionally created, quite literally, a barrier to ‘outsiders’ or quasi insiders which stopped the 
free, spontaneous and repeatable interaction between members (Collins, 2004). Even if interaction was 
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desired, the control over swipe cards and door codes made this difficult, if not impossible, on anything 
other than a formal, pre-arranged basis, limiting scope for engagement or easy repetition. Interestingly, 
Steve also pointed to more subtle barriers to inclusion in terms of non-personal forms of 
communication: 
“What’s not important to me is getting bombarded with emails about um seeing a lawyer or 
seeing an accountant …I think I would want them, but send it with personalisation.  Treat me 
as if I am, someone you are trying to [coach] . . . make this relevant to, rather than just say… 
hi all members check this out … because it doesn’t give a sense of their thinking about me and 
my success of my business.  I did question actually after I had applied I got through straight 
away and I thought wow is that because it’s a good business idea or just because… they want 
one hundred quid [laughing] and they want somebody else and I think that is why I have gone 
through a bit of justification.  Should, should I be paying this one hundred quid a month or not?  
Its twelve hundred quid a year . . . To earn it, it’s two thousand pounds or whatever …  Is it 
worth it?” (Steve - B). 
This sense of ambivalence supports the notion that virtual members do not regularly have the 
opportunity to partake in sustainable ritual forming social interaction with others (the insiders -the full 
members) from the incubator. Therefore, their social intensity (the extent to which social relationships 
within a situation develop high levels of engagement and resulting Emotional Energy and solidarity) 
and diversity (the extent to which Portmanteau accommodates members of differing status or 
experiences) was low.  Whilst there were some daily passes available, these were not specifically 
available to virtual members and were often loaned out before they arrived. Moreover, because virtual 
members tended to visit the incubator when on ‘incubator business’ (e.g., a business review panel or a 
workshop), meant that they were probably ‘badged’ in by a member of staff to gain access.  
During some visits, virtual members did engage in interaction, albeit superficial, did occur as shown in 
the quotation above from participant Helen (“I’m on ‘hello’ and speaking terms”).  This superficial 
level of interaction not only had ramifications at the personal emotional level, but also with the very 
innovation this entrepreneur was seeking to diffuse as the following quotation reveals: 
“Um, I think [mumbled] what affects it more is the fact that like I am running my own company, 
y’know by myself with no help [laugh] that probably affects my innovation a lot more than 
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anything else   Um, so I’ I don't think it’s [long pause], I mean y’know ok, if I talked to the 
guys a bit more and got some ideas, then again that's great but on the other hand it’s just ideas. 
You, you, I think, I think the real barrier for me progressing my, my innovation is the fact that 
I am doing it alone” (Helen - A). 
For Helen, therefore, the low social interaction with her colleagues upstairs in the incubator affected 
her innovation, but more impactful was the fact that she felt as though she was ‘doing it alone’ with no 
support, even though she was a virtual member.  
To conclude, it would seem that the underlying reason for virtual members experiencing incubator life 
in this way was the unintentional implementation of access rights as part of organisational policy - 
virtual members could not freely participate in free and spontaneous daily interaction within the 
incubator.  Thus, virtual members felt disconnected, distant, like an outsider or quasi insider (the 
majority of times outside and only sometimes in) and in a sense not cared for. For all tense and purposes 
they were socially disadvantaged. This sense of disconnection was deeply felt as reflecting on their 
status: the very formality of the access limitations appeared to create the sense that this was not simply 
an impersonal rule but represented a very personal form of deliberate exclusion, which was aptly 
captured in Helen’s feeling that “they took away my card” (whether this was the intention of the 
incubator or not). The participants also indicated that this sense of exclusion had an adverse effect on 
their commitment to the entrepreneurial goals of the incubator and on their sense of feeling part of the 
action or ‘spirit’ perceived to be happening on the inside. 
These findings suggest that the model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory is more nuanced and 
contingent upon the context in which it is operationalised, rather than the picture presented by Collins 
(2004), i.e., Interaction Rituals are an everyday and ongoing occurrence – this point is picked up further 
on.  The latter would certainly lend itself to the widely perceived notion of social dynamics of daily 
incubator life, i.e., a place where entrepreneurs form ongoing relationships that foster individual 
energisation and a sense of shared solidarity, resulting in a virtuous circle of social interactions through 
which the venture creation process was enhanced (Collins, 2004; Redondo-Carretero and Camarero-
119 
 
Izquierdo, 2017).   As already noted, this was not the case with virtual members within the Portmanteau 
organisation.      
5.2.3 The Interaction Ritual dynamics of full members  
The initial expectation was that these members would be broadly engaged in similar types of activity 
during their normal day within the incubator, at least some of which would have ritualised 
characteristics. However, the data again revealed that there were unanticipated differences in the way 
these members actually interacted, also reflecting subtle variations in informal status. Thus, even for 
full members inside the incubator, the nature of the social context held implications for ritual action, so 
that again, the question of ‘what I wanted to know’ about Interaction Ritual had to be supplemented by 
‘what the data were telling me’ (Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009).  
To illustrate this issue, three examples have been selected carefully from the data, illustrations that are 
likely to demonstrate the potential of Interaction Ritual.   The first example relates to an activity labelled 
the ‘coffee run’ within the incubator. The second example considers the incubators’ spatial 
arrangements.  Finally, the third example a consideration is made of formal, top-down organisational 
practices, i.e., activities organised by the incubator including the beer/pizza social evening and the more 
formal review panels. This allows a contrast to be made between those rituals that happen spontaneously 
around unplanned social interaction (the coffee-run for example), those that appear to develop around 
more structured physical proximity (the spatial arrangements), and those that are formally orchestrated 
(social activities like the beer and pizza evening).   
5.2.3.1 Description of the spatial layout of the incubators 
To enable the reader to appreciate the context for these forms of interaction, an outline of the physical 
layout and typical working practices across a normal incubator day is provided. First, floor plans for 
each incubator as provided are shown in Figure 8 further on.  The majority of these floor plans were 
developed from the researcher’s own observations as he moved around each incubator – effectively 
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mapping out the territory. However, it will be recalled from Chapter Four that the researcher did not 
actually get full and unlimited access to incubator C. As a result, the author could not map the floor-
plan from his own observations, instead decided to carefully use a photo taken by Peter as part of his 
Participant-Led Photography activity. The image shown below in Figure 7 shows a glimpse into the 
inside of part of the incubator C.  Based on the image, the working space seems very similar 
(aesthetically) to the other Portmanteau incubators. Thus, it provides a partial insight into the floor-plan 
of Incubator C. From this partial view and the comments of participants, there is no reason to believe 
that Incubator C was markedly different from the other incubator buildings. Each floor-plan is carefully 
described before moving onto the detailed discussion of Interaction Ritual possibilities between full 
members of the incubator.   
Figure 7: Incubator C office space. 
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Incubator A – floor plan A 
Incubator A floor plan comprises of several different components as below in Figure 8  below.  The 
toilet and washroom are located at end of the facility.  Adjacent to this area is a large communal working 
area which is referred to by the incubatees as the ‘pre-incubation space’. From the researcher’s 
observations, this space typically held between six to eight entrepreneurs who were progressing their 
new-ventures. When moving out of this space and turning left into the long and relatively narrow 
corridor several key features can be noted. First, there are individual company offices, referred to by 
the entrepreneurs as ‘pods,’ which can be found on the left-hand side. These offices are designed to 
accommodate an individual business founder and his/her team - no other member can enter this space 
unless invited in. As you move down the length of this corridor on the right-hand side are the individual 
areas, leading to a communal coffee space which comprises of a sink, a fridge with free milk, kettle, 
coffee machine and cafeterias.  
Directly opposite is a waist height desk with newspapers, Portmanteau bulletins and other materials. 
Directly adjacent to the coffee space is one of two swipe access controlled doorways that leads onto the 
staircase to exit the incubator. This staircase leads down to a large non-incubator related communal 
working environment, which all incubatees can use and access any time during normal working 
hours.  The second swipe access-controlled doorway can be found at the opposite end of the incubator 
by the washroom. Again, this provides access to another staircase which leads down to the back of the 
building and into the car park area. To complete this guided walkthrough of the facility, the incubator 
manager’s office can be found adjacent to the coffee area, with a conference type meeting room and 
small open plan rest area with two small tables and chairs found further along the corridor.  
Incubator B – floor plan B 
Incubator B floor plan essentially comprises of one large room that is divided into three semi-separate 
working spaces. This incubator has one main keypad-controlled entry point and another that is opened 
from the inside only located on the same level. Entry via the main entry point leads immediately into 
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the middle room of the facility. On the right-hand side is the reception area where the staff who provide 
the administration function for the incubator can be found.  
Going through the central room (the middle zone) and turning right, you enter one of the incubator ‘end 
zones.’ The incubator manager's office can be found on the right-hand side. The door within this ‘end 
zone’ opens onto a staircase on the left-hand side that leads to the rear car park. Additionally, this floor-
plan includes meeting rooms that can be booked when an incubatee wants to have a private discussion, 
a business review or meet with a visitor. 
Incubator C – floor plan C 
As can be recalled from the discussion above, the floor-plan for incubator C is limited in scope as the 
researcher had no access to this area. However, what can be seen is that Peter was co-located in this 
space with the incubator manager and another member of staff. Moreover, Peter was the only 
entrepreneur sharing this space and others used other spaces to work and progress their new-ventures.  
None of these assumed spaces were made visible to the researcher during his episodic visits to the 
facility. All interviews and meetings took place outside of the incubator area in another space.  
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Figure 8: Incubator layouts (the floor-plans). 
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5.2.3.2 Analysis of the indicative working practices within Portmanteau 
Based on the researcher’s own observations over a cumulative 28-day episodic ethnographic 
data collection period, the population at each incubator varied subject to many factors:  who 
was actually in on the day the researcher was present and the time the researcher was in the 
facility (typically between 8:30 am 6:00 pm). On average, it seemed that on any given day there 
would be approximately 20 entrepreneurs in Incubator A, 14 in Incubator B, and 10 in Incubator 
C. When incubatees did come into the incubator they typically arrived at varied times.  For 
example, at Incubator A individuals typically started to arrive at around 7:30 to 8 am, whereas 
at incubator B an entrepreneur arrived at 11 am and stayed (as noted in interview data further 
on in Chapter Six) till midnight – see the image from Kyle.  Thus, times varied subject to their 
own individual schedule – there was no official start and stop time but most activity seemed to 
follow ‘normal’ working patterns. During this ‘working day’ the researcher observed that the 
majority of the incubatees’ time was spent working on their business ventures, with little 
consideration given to downtime, i.e. using any of the communal areas, mixing with others, 
going for lunch or just taking a walk around the facility.   
All three of the Portmanteau incubators were generally low in activity during the normal 
working day in areas outside of the entrepreneurs individual working spaces, e,g., hallways, 
rest areas, breakout spaces and coffee areas.  This was observed by the researcher in his own 
field notes:  
“It is noticeable just how quite this incubator seems to be.  Everyone, aside from the 
odd person milling around, seems to be in their individual spaces working away - they 
[the entrepreneurs] must be beavering away inside” (Field notes, incubator A).  
 
“I am sitting in the very quiet and subdued middle room. Weird – I am only sitting 
three feet away from my old desk!  It’s quite and most [the entrepreneurs] are in their 
own spaces working.  This space [the middle] feels flat. An entrepreneur-in-residence 
is sitting very near my old desk.”  (Field notes, incubator B).  
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“visiting here is always an effort.  It’s a long drive down and even then I am confined 
to the reception area or small break out room.  The guy on reception is always friendly 
(I like him) but there is a stillness about the place – not sure.” (Field notes, incubator 
C). 
When discussed in unison, the three incubator layouts and the indicative working practices 
provide a contextual foothold from which to base the discussion for the four examples shown 
below. To this end, these are discussed in turn in the following Section. 
5.2.3.3 First example: the coffee run within incubator A 
The coffee run stood out as a spike of activity that appeared to be of high social intensity and 
social diversity for those participating in this activity. This feature in the data was even more 
significant when considering the detail of this small journey, which went from one end of the 
incubator (from the pre-incubation space to the coffee area – see floor plan A).  to the other and 
back again as elaborated on below. 
The coffee run was a small, yet significant, journey that was undertaken by a group of six 
entrepreneurs from the pre-incubation space within incubator A to the coffee area at the 
opposite end of the incubator. Typically, on three occasions per day these individuals would 
leave their communal office space, walk down the full length of the corridor collect and coffee 
from the machine. The return journey comprised walking back to their working space as these 
participants describe below. 
“Um, I mean there’s little things, I don't know how, who started it, but it happens, like 
often they have a coffee run.  Everyone says y’know do you want a coffee and then 
everyone gets up and goes to the coffee machine, which is a good time to get away 
from the desk and you, and you always do a bit of idle chat coz no one wants to stand 
there being silent.” (Blake - A). 
“So, so every like y’know half an hour, not half an hour that would be ridiculous … 
couple of hours maybe, we say who wants to go and get a coffee, walk along the 
corridor and have a chat about…. what you’re doing today, did you fix that problem 
you’re having yesterday… and you get ya coffee and you walk back and I like that, 
that’s really good…  Oh absolutely yeah I think that's great and you can have some 
conversations that are really helpful [about their business]  Yeah, you get, makes you 
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know think of something you haven’t necessarily thought of before … sharing that, 
that’s good because um its different conversations that I would just have with Tim, my 
co-founder … so, it’s different perspectives … the way this thing (the incubator) is 
structured, is that although we walk past all these other offices …  I don’t really know, 
I don’t really know many of the people who are in there, because their all in their 
office.” (Ted - A). 
For those participating in this repeatable (three times in a day) activity it enabled them to leave 
their work space for a while and get away from the intensity of pursuing their business venture.  
Consequently, they were able to chat and discuss problems and how to resolve them by 
developing new ideas or workarounds. It would seem, therefore, that this small group of 
entrepreneurs could to some degree rely on each other (“yeah I think that's great and you can 
have some conversations that are really helpful… makes you know think of something you 
haven’t necessarily thought of before”).  This sort of reliance during the early stages of growth 
in a new venture is significant for the entrepreneur as they depend on “informal personal and 
social networks that are grounded in shared experiences, mutual trust and respect” (Chell and 
Baines, 2000; McAdam and Marlow, 2007, p.364; Redondo-Carretero and Camarero-
Izquierdo, 2017).  
Moreover, it is likely, as in the case with these incubatees from the same shared space in 
Incubator A, that they have “strong ties, are normally familiar with each other, have common 
interests and similar sources of information” (McAdam and Marlow, 2007, p.364, see also 
Hoang and Antoncic, 2003).  This was revealed in Ted’s account; “Yeah, you get, makes you 
know think of something you haven’t necessarily thought of before . . . sharing that, that’s good 
because um its different conversations.”  
These characteristics are in a sense broad indicators that some of the “ingredients of ritual” 
(group assembly; mutual focus of attention and shared mood; Collins, 2004, p.47/48) may be 
present (“chat coz no one wants to stand there being silent.” who wants to go and get a coffee 
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… have a chat about… what you’re doing today, did you fix that problem you’re having 
yesterday… that’s really good … yeah I think that's great”).  
For instance, Blake indicates the coherence of the coffee run as a social practice by attributing 
it a point of origin and a definite status as an activity, albeit an essentially informal one (“I don't 
know … who started it, but it happens); similarly, they point to an apparent consistency of 
approach that is recognisable (“Everyone says, y’know do you want a coffee and then everyone 
gets up”).  Moreover, Ted gives a similar account, implying a recognisable process for initiating 
the coffee run (“so every like y’know half an hour, not half an hour that would be ridiculous … 
couple of hours maybe”)  
Both Ted and Blake give some indication of an informal but acknowledged membership status, 
a point already noted by Summers-Effler (2002) in an earlier study when exploring Social 
Change as shown below: 
“The greater the frequency of the interactions that produce solidarity and emotional 
energy, the greater the potential for creating enduring relationships that one is willing 
to take risks to preserve. ... Frequency ensures that increasingly substantial proportions 
of one’s interactions are represented by group membership. As members in the group 
they come to count on group membership and group interaction as a source for 
emotional energy, energy, they become increasingly interdependent on each other.” 
(Summers-Effler, 2002, p.50). 
On the one hand, Blake implies that there are certain forms of behavior expected of participants, 
phrasing this in terms that suggest an implied moral obligation (e.g., taking part in the 
conversation: “no one wants to stand there being silent”). On the other hand, Ted refers to the 
separation between their group and the pod occupants, indicating that although not a deliberate 
decision, the coffee run has developed a membership that identifies itself with a particular group 
of co-located actors (“we walk past all these other offices …  I don’t really know many of the 
people who are in there). This separation between those on the coffee run and others in their 
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individual pods is a particularly significant feature in the data, which is discussed in detail 
further on in example two – the spatial arrangements of incubator A and B. 
In terms of common purpose, Blake points to the shared desire to take a break from normal 
work; however, Ted expands this to suggest that the coffee run also serves a wider purpose of 
not merely breaking from the work routine but of being able to put one’s own work problems 
to a wider audience (counting on each other) and to receive support and even inspiration (“some 
conversations are really helpful …  makes you know think of something you haven’t necessarily 
thought of before”). 
In these senses, the coffee run appears to have the necessary ingredients for an actual Interaction 
Ritual (Collins, 2004). To assess its outcomes, it is necessary to look for evidence of “Emotional 
Energy” and solidarity (Collins, 2004, p.49). As was discussed in Chapter Four, “Emotional 
Energy” was not measured directly but assessed through the proxy of positive words, phrases 
or actions that suggested an ‘up mood’, enthusiasm, or excitement (Collins, 2004, p.49). 
Similarly, solidarity was viewed through words, phrases or actions that indicated a sense of 
belonging, loyalty or shared commitment (Collins, 2004).  
Blake gave an indirect sense of being energised by participation in the coffee run, referring to 
it as “a good time” that can re-energise participants to undertake their normal and mundane 
entrepreneurial activities after each break. Thus, by studying cases where “entrepreneurship is 
a mundane activity, a deeper analysis of the social process of entrepreneurialism might be 
attained” - this was proving to be the case in this example (Rehn and Taalas, 2004, p.246). In 
this sense it is interesting to note that it is not merely having a break that is referred to, but the 
fact that it involves relaxed social interaction and the regeneration of energy to foster a 
“promotion orientation … preference for tasks and situations in which growth, advancement 
and development are possible” (Trevelyan, 2011, p.42). 
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Ted used words and phrases that reinforced this notion of a positive mood and the regeneration 
of energy when engaging in the coffee run (“I like that”; “that’s really good”; “Oh absolutely 
yeah”; “that's great”; “really helpful”; “makes you know think”). Similarly, in terms of 
solidarity, both participants, Ted and Blake used words and phrases that indicated a sense of 
belonging and shared understanding, for example, Blake: “Everyone says”; “everyone gets 
up”; “no one wants to”; stand there being silent.”  Ted also referred to the coffee run 
participants as “we” but also pointed to the mutual assistance that is offered by checking on 
each other’s problems as well as progress and to openness to sharing. 
It therefore seemed that the coffee run did operate as an informal type of Interaction Ritual that 
provided its members with a sense of energised or re-energised enjoyment and belonging 
(Collins, 2004). At one level this could be regarded as a ‘natural’ consequence of individuals 
working together developing spontaneous social processes to make their activity more 
meaningful (Roy, 1959).  
At another level, these observations empirically confirm that Emotional Energy acts as a 
motivational correlate – participants kept returning to the coffee run (three times a day) to feel 
energised and in effect re-energise themselves (Collins, 2004; Summers-Effler, 2002).  This re-
energisation activity provided the mechanism and emotional strength to complete the 
promotion of orientated tasks to contend with the mundanity of daily entrepreneurial life.  
Therefore, the model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory requires subtle modification to include 
this feedback loop as shown below in Figure 9.  This subtle, yet significant, moderation to 
Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory is discussed in Chapter Seven further 
on.  
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Figure 9: Enhanced model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (with feedback loop). 
 
Source: (Amended model: Collins, 2004, p.48). 
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However, whilst the coffee run example has demonstrated ritualised action between one group 
of entrepreneurs (the members), it has also revealed that there is something more to say about 
those who are not part of this group i.e., other full members from spatially different parts of the 
facility, for example, the occupants of the individual pods.   Hence, an important yet subtle 
division between these groups emerged from the data and the following Section explores this 
division in terms of the relationship between those occupying shared space and those located 
in pods within Incubator A.  This will be followed by a discussion of Incubator B where spatial 
organisation also seemed to create social divisions, albeit of a subtler kind, between the three 
semi-isolated rooms. Both cases point to the ways in which incubator organisation, often of an 
apparently mundane and innocuous kind, can generate patterns of social interaction that have 
implications for the ways in which entrepreneurial engagement is experienced. 
5.2.3.4 Second example: the spatial arrangements of incubator A 
It will be recalled that participants in the coffee run had to pass the individual doorways of 
those entrepreneurs located in the pods whilst on route to the coffee machine. This simple act 
revealed a tension between these two groups based on their perceived status within the 
incubator as shown below. To begin with, as the reiterated quotation below revealed, the coffee 
run exposed an issue around the identity of the individuals within their pods:  
“we walk past all these other offices … I don’t really know many of the people who 
are in there”. (Ted - A). 
This brief, yet significant, quotation from a member on the coffee run suggests that social 
interaction between these two groups was low, because the entrepreneurs in their pods were 
unknown and unapproachable as Tim, a full member from Incubator A, notes. 
“but …like I said a lot of the time they’re very involved in what they’re doing, I don't 
wanna disturb them too much.” (Tim - A).  
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Not only does Tim imply that those entrepreneurs within their pods were unapproachable, he 
also implies that there was something going on regarding status (they were almost too busy for 
social interaction) even though they were all entrepreneurs under one roof sharing the same 
building and ethos.  This very limited social interaction between these two groups was 
confirmed when interviewing pod occupants as the following quotations reveal:   
“Well, when, when we’re in our office and we’re working away, it’s all heads down 
and let’s go for it right.” (Nigel - A). 
 
“Um, but the one-man bands [those in the pre-incubation space] I tend not to ….  
Involved with too much … Just bandwidth, just coz I am busy with other stuff.” (Seb 
- A). 
 
“entrepreneurs are so self-absorbed and self-centered [laughing] that they’re 
completely obsessed with their own product, they don't give a crap about your [others] 
product.” (William - A). 
 
“I think I possibly can give the impression of being unapproachable, coz I can walk 
around sometimes with my head down or try not to catch an eye so that I don't have to 
stop, coz I… coz I got something… in my head, I wanna get it down and out and done.” 
(David - A). 
What is interesting from these data excerpts is that these entrepreneurs were describing their 
‘unsociable’ behaviour as a product of being hard-working and seemingly too busy for anything 
else.  Although there was no reason or indeed evidence to doubt that they were not extremely 
busy, their accounts suggest that this was also a process of constructing their identity within 
this entrepreneurial context. The literature suggests that as an “entrepreneur moves from an old 
environment into their new emerging organisation’s environment,” they begin developing their 
entrepreneurial identities (Black et al., 2016, p.79; Down & Reveley, 2004; King et al., 2011).  
Part of their identity construction perversely involved the ‘intentional’ blocking (a form of 
social barring) of interaction possibilities with those on the coffee-run (the individuals from the 
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pre-incubation space were almost ‘stigmatised’ because of their newness) as can be seen in the 
quotes above (Goffman, 1963).  This was achieved by socially barring them from Interaction 
Ritual by establishing a ‘barrier to insiders,’ a subtle and nuanced shift that modifies the input 
side of Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory subject to the contextual 
conditions as shown in Figure 10 below. 
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Figure 10: Enhanced model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (with ingredients changed). 
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William, for example, seemed to provide what might be regarded as a stereotype of a ‘real’ 
entrepreneur (“completely obsessed with their own product”) and it was this impression of 
being obsessed that seemed to be projected almost as a justification of their occupancy of the 
pods, thereby protecting their status as ‘proper’ entrepreneurs in explicit contrast to the “one 
man bands” in the pre-incubation space as described by Seb.   
In many respects, it can be suggested that the physical separation provided by the pods in 
Incubator A enabled their occupants to engage in a form ‘Impression Management’ whereby 
they could construct and project an entrepreneurial identity as one of being serious 
(hardworking) and in a sense of a higher status when on “frontstage,” i.e., facing others (their 
audience) in the communal areas outside of the “backstage” area of their pod (Goffman, 1959, 
p.32/39). 
Although this did not appear to be a coordinated ‘front’ amongst the pod occupants, the 
consistency with which it was expressed suggests that it was an entrepreneurial identity that 
was quickly learned (sometimes within months) when being allocated a pod as already detailed 
above.  Therefore, in the context of the Interaction Ritual this is important for three reasons. 
First, because it has been shown (albeit tentative) that pod-based occupants effectively ‘barred’ 
fellow insiders from interaction possibilities by ‘flipping’ a ritual ingredient seemingly in favor 
of their identity construction. This has similarities to that of Winston Parva, a suburban 
community in Leicestershire, where a “sharp division [existed] within it between an old-
established group and a new group of residents” (Elias and Scotson, 1994, p.xv). Ironically, 
like Portmanteau, they were all from the same physical estate (Elias and Scotson, 1994, p.xv). 
This in a sense makes the notion of the ‘barriers to outsiders’ ingredient defunct – as full 
Portmanteau members they are all on the ‘inside’ following similar processes. 
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Second, because the incubator layout was in all respects fixed, the arrangement of the divided 
space provided ready-made spatial ‘props’ for one group to enact an identity distinct from the 
other and, in the case of the pod occupants, shaping this around the perception of a ‘real’ 
entrepreneur which, intentionally or unintentionally, excluded those not in the pods (those 
defined as merely ‘one man bands’ by Seb above). The way in which this spatial division 
translated into a social division between the ‘real’ entrepreneurs and the ‘one man bands’ was 
almost certainly not the intention of the incubator designers or the staff who allocated the 
spaces, but its implications can be seen in terms of the limiting potential for engaging and 
emotionally energising Interaction Rituals to develop between the less experienced 
entrepreneurs from the pre-incubation space. This limiting effect can be seen as a distinct 
problem that is juxtaposed with the incubator ethos of the nurturing and development of 
business and social communication networks.  
Finally, these limitations can be seen not just in terms of an absence or opportunity missed, but 
also as contributing to the production of informal Interaction Rituals, such as the coffee-run, 
where at least part of the sense of membership appeared to be to establish a valid entrepreneurial 
identity within a situation where this appeared to be being monopolised by others. Thus, on the 
one hand, those entrepreneurs from the shared space had a sense that the pod occupants were 
of higher status, demanding of deference (“they’re very involved in what they’re doing, I don't 
wanna disturb them too much”) and holding a position to be aspired to, as Tim explained this 
seemed to be recognised as a step to becoming a real entrepreneur:    
I want an office.  I need to get on the list to get into an office, because then we can 
really do something y’know.” (Tim – A). 
On the other hand, the coffee run appeared to provide a counter to this subtle form of social 
exclusion (social barring) by allowing participants to share information and support each other, 
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arguable as a substitute for the opportunities that could have arisen had there been more 
extensive and engaging interaction with the more experienced entrepreneurs. 
5.2.3.5 Third example: the spatial arrangements of incubator B 
Within Incubator B, the situation was slightly different to the extent that the organisation of 
space did not explicitly suggest such clear differences in status as that between the shared space 
and pod entrepreneurs of Incubator A.  As shown in Figure 8, incubator B is more open planned 
and is divided into three separate, but connected, office spaces (referred to as zones).  Within 
each end zone there were approximately eight to ten incubatees occupying desks, whilst the 
middle section had a mix of incubatees and incubator staff.  Aside from the archways that 
provided the connection of the end zones to the middle space, the incubator was largely an open 
plan environment and had no physical barrier that restricted access to and from each area. 
Consequently, incubatees had the freedom to roam around the spaces and, in doing so, to 
connect with other entrepreneurs.  Yet, the interview and observational (see field note excerpt 
below) data suggests that the level of inter-zonal interaction (between and across the spaces) 
was relatively limited, whereas the strongest social bonds appeared to form as a result of intra-
zonal (like the pre-incubation areas in incubator A) interaction (as discussed in greater depth 
below):  “I have noticed that the zones are separated by an almost invisible barrier, this is no 
different when I was in here when they had two rooms.  I don’t see many entrepreneurs moving 
between zones just to have a chat” (Field notes, incubator B). 
Like the pre-incubation space within incubator A, entrepreneurs inside the confines of their end 
zones were in close and tight contact with each other during their working day as shown in the 
following extracts. 
“… but it’s quite a bouncy atmosphere and it works for us to be able to work, to be so 
close and not in competition.” (Barry – B). 
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“you talk to those guys who are sitting in your office at that time like they’re just ya 
buddies you have at work.” (Thomas - B). 
 Although this closeness did at times create its tensions, a point observed by McAdam and 
Marlow (2007) when studying incubated entrepreneurs in the Republic of Ireland, this tight 
proximity did enable strong and trusted (“they’re just ya buddies you have at work”) social 
interaction bonds developed in an energised environment (“it’s quite a bouncy atmosphere”).  
Because of this, entrepreneurs within the end zones (similar to the pre-incubation space in 
incubator A) seemed able to share ideas in daily conversations that they described as starting 
randomly and then growing in energy to produce a more focused output as the quotations 
below reveal: 
“So, just the conversation, a very random conversation, often we y’know, the way the 
conversation moves on there’s y’know, you can, it can bear fruit.  Um, often y’know 
just in conversation.  So, that, that is, is really good having other similar minds together, 
because y’know you can speak out and actually in many environments you would seem 
odd, and in a corporate environment you, you’d be, it’ll be contentious often, but when 
you’re in this environment it, it spurs it on … y’know we finish each other’s sentences 
and then everyone’s minds move in the same direction and then so, actually, I mean 
often it’s banter.  So, often you’ll say wouldn't it be funny if and then y’know yeah 
well, da, da, da… people progress each other’s ideas and take them further down a 
track, which is often away from the norm.” (Holly – B). 
“Yes, because um ideas occur.  New ideas one plus one is three does occur in there. 
Everybody’s thinking, we’re all on the same level, what’s to be lost in helping each 
other out.  Nobody seems like their, y’know their making a packet and, and somebody 
else is struggling so you think everybody could do with a bit of help.” (Thomas – B).  
During these conversations Holly and Thomas suggest that those involved became entrained 
with each other and appeared to move in the same direction (in thought) when thinking about 
problem solving and helping each other out (“good having other similar minds … y’know we 
finish each other’s sentences and then everyone’s minds move in the same direction … 
everybody’s thinking, we’re all on the same level”).   This physical synchronisation “and 
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entrainment are known to play important parts in heightening collective emotional experiences 
(Boden and Molotch, 1994; Goss, 2008; Letiche and Hagemeijer, 2004).  
As ritual solidarity within the group seemed to grow, so did their emotional strength (“you can 
speak out and actually in many environments you would seem odd”) and enthusiasm to be a 
supporter and feel good about the group (“somebody else is struggling so you think everybody 
could do with a bit of help.”)  This growth in emotional strength is observed by Roy (1959) 
when exploring the behaviour of machine operatives in small factory.  Roy (1959) notes: 
“But, as I began to pay closer attention, as I began to develop familiarity with the 
communication system, the disconnected became connected, the nonsense made sense, 
the obscure became clear, and the silly actually funny. And, as the content of the 
interaction took on more and more meaning, the interaction began to reveal structure.” 
(Roy, 1959, p.161). 
However, the data suggests that energy forming interaction of this type seemed to be confined 
to the two end zones where occupants were in a tight and more confined space, such as the pre-
incubation room in Incubator A (see also Roy, 1959). The evidence suggests that when mixing 
did occur between zones in Incubator B it was mostly sporadic and driven by a more casual 
desire to move about and see what was happening in order to have a break from more focused 
activity, as the quotation below reveals: 
“I make sure I get up and walk somewhere and talk to people, otherwise I will go 
insane.  So, it’s very handy or me to able to see who else is doing something and pop 
over and have a chat …” (Barry – B).  
For Barry, moving from his work space to somewhere else was in a sense a routine to break up 
the mundanity of their day (“otherwise I will go insane”) – a theme that is developed further 
below.     What is more, Barry implies that there is some sort of physical barrier between his 
own and the other zones (“pop over and have a chat …”) even though they were all on the same 
level and no barrier (physical) appeared to exist (Collins, 2004). 
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However, when analysing the interview data relating to social interaction across and between 
the incubator zones, it emerged that the middle zone of Incubator B seemed to restrict any form 
of repeatable social interaction.  This zone came into existence because additional space was 
needed for new members and two larger rooms were converted into three.  Whilst it was 
actually a new end zone that was added to the incubator layout (an adjacent wall was knocked 
through to create this space) the entrepreneurs seemed to be focused on the problems with the 
newly created ‘middle zone’ (as it had now become) as the quotations below reveal:  
“…. you can see this room is pretty empty in the middle … actually in there [the end 
room] we’ve probably got: one, two, three, four, five, six, we probably got eight or nine 
people in our room there and yesterday it might have been eleven, I think …  Something 
like that, so we got quite a few interns in there at the moment which is great, y’know 
people coming in to do, but it’s interesting … , I think there was somebody, X might 
have been sat there, Y sat over there, but it’s got more empty space (the middle room).  
So, interesting, so the rooms have got their own …   Um, so the rooms have got their 
own characteristics and I do wonder whether having the staff in the middle is the best 
thing for mixing us up … I, suppose that’s when I think it would be better if the 
entrepreneurs were all close together, and put the staff on the end Um Y’know because 
it is a bit of er  blank space and dead space some of the time … Yeah Um, so y’know 
the, the they could take up less space in the end I reckon.” (Thomas – B). 
The newly created middle zone seemed to be acting like a social buffer area or restricting 
mechanism that unintentionally restricted social interaction between members (“I do wonder 
whether having the staff in the middle is the best thing for mixing us up…”) unlike the situation 
they had previously experienced when there were only two zones within the incubator (“when 
there were two rooms, we got to know people in both rooms”). Research shows that: 
“managers and organization members rely on spontaneous, unplanned meetings with 
others (Kotter, 1982). Many of these interactions partly depend on whom the 
organization member runs into or has to pass by in the building. The closer people are 
located to one another, the more likely they are to meet [like the end zones]. Sheer 
physical distance separating people— either horizontally on the same floor or vertically 
on separate floors—is likely to decrease the amount of spontaneous contact among 
organization members. Similarly, people who are centrally located or in high traffic 
areas are likely to interact with more people than are those in isolated parts of the 
building.” (Davis, 1984, p.272). 
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Thus, the membership of Incubator B was split into three distinct sections: two end zones and 
the middle zone. Interaction across and between the zones now seemed to be superficial, e.g., 
brief transitory encounters as Holly describes below: 
“In the middle room…. It’s just traffic, direction of traffic. When there were two 
rooms, we got to know people in both rooms, but now people have gravitated to the 
two ends and in the middle, I see the people in the middle because you have to walk 
in that way and put your card in.” (Holly – B). 
Holly supports this claim by implying that the middle zone has been unintentionally designed 
to operate like an interactional and social buffer, causing entrepreneurs to be separated at the 
two ends of the incubator. For Holly, interaction with the middle zone was superficial because 
she had to walk that way (It’s just traffic, direction of traffic”) to enter or exit the incubator. 
Despite the middle zone acting like an interactional buffer, there was a genuine desire and 
interest amongst some of those interviewed to want to be engaged in more meaningful social 
interaction with other entrepreneurs.  As a result, Thomas suggested that changing the 
occupancy of the zones, i.e., moving the staff into an end zone and co-locating all of the 
entrepreneurs into the other two spaces might be a better way of socially integrating (“mixing 
us up”) and be the catalyst for Interaction Rituals to form (Collins, 2004)  This ‘change around’ 
in incubator Bs spatial arrangement would, on the face of it, improve social interaction as noted 
by Davis, (1984). 
This Section began by considering the patterns of social interaction between virtual and full 
Portmanteau incubatees of incubator A. In doing so, not only have the challenges of ritual 
building between these groups emerged but also the analysis has revealed the interactional 
problems between full members themselves on a daily basis. These interactional issues were 
largely a result of the ways in which the incubators organised their membership categories and 
their physical spaces and there was no evidence that such organisation was intended to be 
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anything other than a pragmatic means of addressing practical issues of membership demand 
and security. As such the social consequences appear to have been largely unintended. In 
incubator B, it was shown that the spatial layout of the three zones caused interactional issues 
- the middle (the ‘management’ zone) acted like a social buffer.  In the next Section, attention 
moves to those social events that were deliberately organised by the incubator staff to primarily 
encourage social mixing between entrepreneurs.  
5.2.3.6  Example four - formal, top-down organisational practices 
These social events have been labelled ‘facilitated socials’ as the incubatees appeared to have 
no hand in organising them - they were in effect organisationally-driven social practices. Such 
practices took various forms, ranging from talks by visiting entrepreneurs to more informal 
‘social events’. This Section will focus on two organisational practices: (a) ‘beer and pizza’ 
social evening and (b) the business review panel.  The latter incorporates the pre-business 
review panel and the more formal main business review panel.  
5.2.3.6.1 The social dynamics of the beer and pizza social 
First, the ‘beer and pizza’ evening event at Incubator A was chosen because it was the only 
facilitated social gathering that took place during the researcher’s fieldwork phase where he 
could attend to collect data. However, respondents at the other incubators did mention similar 
events and their accounts of these appeared to be broadly in line with that witnessed at Incubator 
A. As such, the researcher heard nothing that suggested this was atypical of such events within 
the other incubators.  Second, the business review panels were chosen as their centrality to the 
incubation processes and were likely to have the potential to operate as Interaction Rituals.  The 
following Sections explore these organisational practices. 
The beer and pizza evening was a social gathering held within incubator A.  It occurred every 
month and was organised by the incubator staff. The researcher was fortunate enough to 
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experience one of these events at first hand, having been invited to attend toward the end of his 
fieldwork, and to observe its dynamics.  The beer and pizza evening was held in the long 
corridor and adjacent rooms within Incubator A and was scheduled to start at 6 p.m. (see 
floorplan ‘A’ for contextualisation). To make observations and collect field notes, the 
researcher arrived some 15 minutes before the start time to get the feel of the space and find a 
suitable position before the attendees arrived (“I am struck just how quiet the place is before 
we kick off”; Field notes, incubator A).  The immediate impression was that the incubator was 
remarkably quiet, aside from a few staff members setting up drinks and bringing in boxes of 
pre-ordered pizza.  The entrepreneurs that were left in the facility were mostly out of sight and 
still working or waiting within their rooms. Perhaps it was understandable, therefore, that some 
of the external guests had not arrived by this time, but less comprehensible that the 
entrepreneurs had not chosen to get involved early, especially as the ‘occassion’ was literally 
on their doorstep. 
Consequently, no one was trying to get an early drink or slice of pizza - there seemed to be not 
much excitement, feeling of anticipation that something exciting and energising was about to 
happen.  Just before 6 p.m., however, the researcher observed one of the pod-based 
entrepreneurs take a quick look outside in the corridor, presumably to see who had gathered, 
(at this point it was still mostly staff setting up) and then promptly retreat back into his office. 
A few minutes later, almost on mass, like wedding guests reluctantly taking to the dance floor, 
the entrepreneurs from the pods and the pre-incubation space started to populate the areas of 
the incubator that were designated for this social gathering (“I am surprised at this!  People are 
coming out offices almost on cue for the event to start”; Field notes, Incubator A). This seemed 
to be more of a perfunctory effort, almost with a tone of ‘let's get this over with,’ than there 
being a genuine feeling of excitement and anticipation of what was about to unfold (Collins, 
2004).   The structure of the beer and pizza evening seemed to follow a straight forward pattern: 
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“People are eating pizza and drinking beer. The incubator manager is now saying his 
blurb in the middle of the main corridor (I think he’s standing on a chair, like a general 
briefing the troops).  I never like briefings like this, they’re just not me – process!  Now 
that he’s finished it’s back to the milling around.”  (Field notes - Incubator A). 
Whilst the beer and pizza evening did demonstrate, at least on the surface, some of the 
“ingredients of ritual,” for example, “group assembly” and “barrier to outsiders,” the interview 
data (referring to an earlier beer and pizza event) also suggests that beer and pizza event was 
not really energy forming or high in solidarity (Collins, 2004, p.48).   
For example, Seb, Nigel and William inferred that the level of social interaction at the beer and 
pizza evening was superficial (like pub chat) as revealed in the quotations below. 
”So, I try and contribute …  I think the beer and pizza thing is a good way of getting 
people socialised … well I see it as more of a social thing, rather than, …. it’s not a 
business, it’s not a lobbying event ...  it’s more pub chat… Just have a chat.” (Seb – A).  
“But I’ve never, I’ve never experienced that with any of the other companies … even 
at the beer and pizza? … Um, I mean [mumbled] talking to people at the beer and pizza 
but um…  not much more than that [pub chat].” (Ted – A). 
“Y’know what I don't know how much actually comes out of … purely social events.  
People chat, and they do the small talk and they go tell me what you do … Yeah [its 
pub chat], but it’s not, people don't like to…, necessarily go into detail when they’re 
socialising having beer and pizzas, so actually in turns out being pure social.” (William 
- A).  
Collins’ (2004) “continuum of formal and informal rituals” where social situations are in effect 
arrayed “along a continuum from formalized and tightly focused to informal and relatively 
unfocused interaction” (Collins, 2004, p.271) can be used to unpack this. Consequently, 
superficial interaction of the type voiced by Ted, Seb and William  (“pub chat”) can be 
positioned lower down the continuum where we find the “ephemeral civility of the minor 
Goffmanian Interaction Rituals: casual conversations, shared greetings, little jokes, bits of 
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gossip, small talk about the weather, or how long a wait there is for a bus” (Collins, 2004, 
p.272).   
This appears as something of a paradox as the evening was high in formality (publicly 
announced by incubator staff, people were invited, the pizza was pre-ordered and delivered, a 
space in the incubator was prepared) but appeared not to achieve the tight focus that would 
create the “collective effervescence” necessary to achieve an effective, energy-generating ritual 
and placing it closer to the status of an ‘empty ritual’ (Collins, 2004, p.48/271).  Evoking the 
work of Rosenblatt et al., (2009) who explored the ‘planned’ social interaction [facilitated 
socials] amongst communities, their finding echoes that of this study: 
“that DLL [a housing developer] is not as successful in influencing residents’ patterns 
of interaction and activity on the estate, and its attempts to encourage civic participation 
in community events and activities have been met with a mixed response.” (Rosenblatt 
et al., 2009, p.138).  
Thus, the small talk that Ted, Seb and William were engaged in (“pub chat”), did not seem to 
have been capable of producing two of the key ingredients of ritual, (mutual focus of attention 
and shared mood) (Collins, 2004). Having attended the beer and pizza social, the researcher 
observed that there seemed to be no sense of common focus on the main event with attendees 
mostly located in small groups around the edges and not mixing overall - opposing families at 
a wedding comes to mind.  Consequently, it was difficult to observe evidence of ‘collective 
effervescence’ or of individuals showing signs of high “Emotional Energy” (such as rapid 
talking, excited bodily movements and gestures, entrained actions with others) (Collins, 2004, 
p.48).  
The interview data revealed further insights that support the view that the beer and pizza 
evening produced little collective solidarity or energising activity:    
“yeah coz you get to speak to people that for instance who are the other end of the 
building you wouldn’t normally just bump into or know.  So, from a personal point of 
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view I know quite a lot of people down this corridor, but not so many down, down the 
far corridor … So, It is almost as it says there’s pizza available, there’s beer available 
and everyone just sorta stands in the corridor and just has a chat for a couple of hours 
really …  you meet people there and stuff like that but then next time you probably 
socialise chill out with them is going to be the next one.” (Geoff – A). 
Thus, although Geoff (who was one of the pod-based entrepreneurs within incubator A) 
claimed that the beer and pizza evening enabled him to talk to others at the end of the corridor, 
he portrays his experience in a flat and perfunctory tone suggesting little evidence of being 
energised by the experience (“there’s pizza available, there’s beer available and everyone just 
sorta stands in the corridor and just has a chat for a couple of hours really”).   Moreover, his 
comment (“you meet people there and stuff like that but then next time you probably socialise 
chill out with them is going to be the next one”) indicates no sense of the event building long-
lasting associations or creating any new sense of membership (the basis of group solidarity; 
Collins, 2004, p.49). 
However, whilst the actual experience of the beer and pizza evening seemed to offer little in 
terms of creating new, exciting Interaction Rituals among the entrepreneurs, the interview data 
also suggests that they wanted something more socially engaging and useful to them. For 
example: 
“We have y’know, we have beer and pizza once a month and that’s great, but I would 
like to see more networking and connecting with the enterprises… because we have a 
vested interest in that obviously . . . . we wanna work with Incubator A businesses to 
be success stories, because then it’s two success stories y’know.” (Tim – A).  
“y’know people are I think, certainly all the people here, seem to be treating it as a 
social event rather than a networking event …  because if you’re going to a networking 
thing you’re usually going and everyone else is usually going with that aim, coz we’re 
all, at the end of the day … everyone is here already, it’s our work space …  It seems 
to be more of a … okay, y’know let’s have a beer and then chat and then go home. I’ve 
been to some, some events at the X, which are through Y and Portmanteau is one of 
the um, sponsors of the event and those, y’know those are people that go there that 
want to talk to other people and y’know personally I would expect the beer and pizza 
evening to be like that, … I’ll at least try one but if they’re like that I’d probably go to 
more.  What, what I would like to see but I’m not aware of is um, more events targeting 
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certain levels.  So, y’know events where CEOs get together or leaders of this … layer 
get together and have discussions.  Y’know a sort of informal lunch where people can 
just talk to each other, I’d like to see more of that … getting, facilitating discussions 
really what that’s doing …  So, then you build up relationships so then you can actually 
take that further, and have off-line discussions.”  (Nigel – A).  
Thus, Tim liked the beer and pizza social evening (“that’s great”) but also expressed a need 
for social interaction that was more mutually focused, especially with the other enterprises in 
the incubator (“see more networking and connecting with the enterprises“).   This was echoed 
by Nigel who implied that the beer and pizza evening was of low value to him (“y’know let’s 
have a beer and then chat and then go home”) although he expected it to be a place where 
social interaction was not only high (“people that go there that want to talk to other people”) 
but also long lasting (“So, then you build up relationships so then you can actually take that 
further, and have off-line discussions”).  Whilst these entrepreneurs seemed to like the beer and 
pizza evening there was also a sense of mismatch in terms of their expectations and that of the 
incubator organisation.  For Tim and Nigel, therefore, there was a tone of dissatisfaction in the 
process (“have a beer and then chat and then go home”).    
Not feeling they had a vested interest could be seen as another sign that interaction at the beer 
and pizza evening was essentially superficial. For instance, although Tim was from the pre-
incubation space within incubator A and was keen to initiate engagement with those from the 
pods (“we wanna work with [these] businesses to be success stories”) this never seemed to get 
beyond pleasantries and passing comments (pub chat).  
This raises a question as to why the entrepreneurs themselves did not take the initiative to make 
this event more energising and, in the process, establish a deeper and meaningful relationship 
with the other companies.   This may be because the beer and pizza evening seemed to follow 
a ‘script’ designed by the incubator management and, as such, was perceived as ‘owned’ by the 
incubator organisation and not the entrepreneurs.  To unpack this point, the researcher revisits 
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the work of Rosenblatt et al., (2009) above.  These authors were concerned with the “social 
interaction and sense of community in a master planned community”, i.e., large scale housing 
developments and the focus of community as a promotional feature (Rosenblatt et al., 2009, 
p.122).  Ironically, establishing a sense of community where the incubator ethos is learning 
from each other is one of the promotional features of being incubated – that’s one of the reasons 
why the researcher chose to be incubated (see reflective annex in Section 4.9).  Rosenblatt et 
al., (2009) suggest that the developers were: 
 “not as successful in influencing residents’ patterns of interaction and activity on the 
estate, and its attempts to encourage civic participation in community events and 
activities have been met with a mixed response. …the changing circumstances of 
contemporary living, it is becoming apparent that attempting to engage community 
through appeals to private connections and attachments to place may no longer lead to 
a high level of community participation, since participation is not of great interest to 
most residents” (Rosenblatt et al., 2009, p.138).   
For the incubatees, their interest (as interpreted from the quote above) suggested in above 
quote) and enthusiasm to attended these organised socials was low, this is evident in data as the 
ritual forming practices were low.  Consequently, it seemed that the entrepreneurs felt 
compelled to go rather than, having experienced a charge of “Emotional Energy” from previous 
events, feeling an attraction based on a desire to repeat and extend the experience (Collins, 
2004, p.48).   
As such, those attending seemed to revert to the lowest common denominator, i.e., “pub-chat” 
about their own new-ventures which seemed more likely to be energy draining (“let’s have a 
beer and then chat and then go home”) rather than energy gaining (Collins, 2004).  The 
entrepreneurs did not seem to see it as their responsibility to create something appropriate and 
useful, rather that it was the task of the incubator organisation - after all, the entrepreneurs were 
paying to be there (a point raised by Steve from incubator B). In effect the entrepreneurs seemed 
to experience this social event – intended to stimulate energised productive engagement – more 
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as an aspect of organisational process, something that was part of the ‘duty’ of being a 
Portmanteau member rather than as a creative experience.  
This echoes the theme developed above of the often unstated and frequently unacknowledged 
tension between the needs and constraints of a relatively large formal organisation (operating 
under the governance requirements of even larger University institutions) and the espoused 
desire to enable spontaneous, creative and innovative behaviours on the part of the 
entrepreneurs themselves   As several of the comments from entrepreneurs suggest, when 
providing an activity for a relatively large and diverse group of people – all with a very strong 
interest in the success of their own venture – maintaining a shared focus that is sufficiently 
sharp to engage such diverse participants and sustain a shared mood is likely to prove difficult. 
This became more apparent when the data relating to the business review process was examined 
as here the focus was much more targeted.  In the next Section, the social dynamics of the 
business review panel (pre and more formalised version) are considered. 
5.2.3.6.2 The social dynamics of the business review panels 
Across the three Portmanteau incubators, the progress of an incubatee’s new-venture was 
assessed and monitored through a review process. These reviews were in a sense the 
cornerstone of the incubation processes, usually involving a formal meeting often with an 
entrepreneur-in-residence and/or other members of a review panel.  These meetings had the 
potential to operate as Interaction Rituals and, given their centrality to the incubation process, 
were a focus of interest in terms of their operation as processes of social interaction and for 
their potential effects on the entrepreneurs involved. Here again the data will be drawn 
primarily from Incubator A where the researcher was able to observe (following invitations 
from the founder entrepreneurs and the timing of these events occurred during a planned field 
visit) a number of these panels in real time. Having personally been involved in the review 
panel process as an incubated entrepreneur in one of the Portmanteau incubators, the researcher 
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felt that there is no reason to believe process in incubators B and C were markedly different in 
approach as they follow similar processes. 
At these pre-business review panels (a “staged panel” review) the incubatee’s focus is to 
practice their presentation with internal staff in preparation for the main business review panel 
(Patton, 2013, p.625).  Thus, the pre-business review panel is very much an internally focused 
event where the incubatee can, in theory, let their guard down and allow insight into their 
business “backstage” area as part of this rehearsal (Goffman, 1959, p.69).    
This discussion starts with David, a new entrepreneur within Portmanteau, and focusses on his 
experiences attending his first review.  
“…interestingly I haven’t done a business review panel before.  At first, my judgment 
on that was arrrgh do I have to do this, it’s a little interruptive.   I know what I am 
doing, we’ve got a deadline, you’re taking time out of my day because I gotta write 
these documents, then I got to give the afternoon.” (David – A). 
For David this reluctance had been apparent in his demeanor at the meeting. The field notes 
from the observation revealed: “David is also in the room… but is not participating” (Field 
notes, incubator A) and that the entrepreneur (David) seemed distant, not particularly interested 
and flat regarding the engagement with the Entrepreneur-in-Residence. Whilst this initially 
appeared consistent with the pre-business review panel being an energy draining event, there 
was a change as it progressed. This was captured by the entrepreneur themselves when they 
looked back on the experience: 
“ …really errrrrrrrr ticked the box for me because he [the Entrepreneur in residence] 
showed good experience on how to make this run in a way the company gets the best 
out of it.  So, I was worried about having to get down in the weeds and points of detail, 
which would take a huge amount of time to explain, which would mean I’d have to 
give a really significant briefing document to get people to understand the company 
and he’s made it clear that, that’s not what it’s about.  It’s, and actually there is value 
for me in staying very macro and using three questions to do that.  So, I’m um am much 
warmer to that process now than I might have been at the beginning.” (David - A).  
151 
 
For David, therefore, his reluctance to be involved in this review panel changed as the meeting 
unfolded (“he showed good experience on how to make this run in a way the company gets the 
best out of it”). Thus, it seemed that a sense of solidarity started to build within the meeting 
and the entrepreneur started to value the opinion of the Entrepreneur-in-Residence. The 
observation field notes record that as the conversation about the business venture progressed, 
the entrepreneur started to become entrained with the Entrepreneur-in-Residence, responding 
to their comments immediately, making counter points, and moving closer across the table and 
following eye-movement. From non-participating at the outset, they had now become a full 
participant, showing enthusiasm, rapid turn-taking in the conversation and radiating confidence 
through assured answers and suggestions.  
It was recorded that there was a “momentary buzz” in the room and between the participants at 
the end of the meeting: at one point the entrepreneur energetically explained an aspect of his 
business on a whiteboard, which amplified the interaction: firing more ideas at each other, 
counter talking, trading knowledge, gesturing and generally ‘being loud’ (Collins, 2004, p.51).   
Therefore, what started out as a low energy event for the entrepreneur, transformed into a 
something that had greater meaning and energy as the quotation below reveals: 
“…  I’m looking forward to it now … whereas, previously I would have maybe said 
arrrrr do I have to do that, it feels like its interrupting my plan, coz I know my plan.” 
(David – A). 
This generation of energy is theorised by Goss (2008) when he posits that:   
“…generate emotional energy within participants, the consequent appraisal and 
attribution of which produces a sense of group solidarity around the activity in question 
and a behavioural propensity to repeat or initiate similar types of interaction.” (Goss, 
2008, p.125). 
It can be seen in the above quotation that David was actually looking forward to the next review 
panel. This can be taken as an indication of the establishment of an effective Interaction Ritual: 
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the individuals involved were observed to increase their energy levels, to become more 
involved in a sense of achieving joint goals (rather than the initial expectation of being 
distracted from an individual goal) and, as the last quotation shows, potentially giving the 
experience a symbolic (or specialised discourses) identity – defining the event as a process that 
consolidated and gave substance to “my plan”  (Heracleous and Marshak, 2004; Lawrence, 
2004). 
Equally significant was the energised desire to repeat the experience – a defining feature of a 
ritual is that it can build over time and become an important source of individual energy and 
mutual support – it appears that Emotional Energy is acting as the motivational correlate 
(Collins, 2004).  Thus, what looked as if what would be a formal and empty ritual transformed 
spontaneously into an authentic ritual (Collins, 2004). In this respect it seemed that the relative 
informality of the pre-business review panel created the social space within which the 
participants could interact ‘authentically’ (as it was supposed to), thereby enabling participants 
to create a meaningful engagement with real consequences.  Although the Entrepreneur-in-
Residence was not interviewed, the observation of his happy enthusiastic demeanor suggested 
that he too had gained some degree of “Emotional Energy” from the encounter (Collins, 2004, 
p.49). Such mutual gains are likely to be particularly valuable where individuals are, in effect, 
volunteering their time and experience on a recurrent basis. Interestingly, this sense of 
enthusiasm seemed to extend into the more formal business review panels. The analysis of an 
observed pre-business review panel showed how a formal and superficially mundane incubator 
event could be transformed through spontaneous social interaction.   The social dynamics of 
the business review panels are considered next.   
The business review panel proper is a more formalised event that is undertaken with a panel of 
external advisors and chaired by the incubator manager or an Entrepreneur-in-Residence.  
Whereas the attendance at the pre-business review panel was optional, incubatee attendance at 
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the full version was seen as mandatory.  Typically, two full business reviews are held every six 
months for incubatees across the Portmanteau organisation. We start this discussion by 
considering the experiences of Ted, from incubator A. Whilst the main business review panel 
was a more formal process, primarily because external members were invited in, the evidence 
suggests that the entrepreneurs considered these events to have a positive effect as the 
quotations below reveal: 
“so I think that was useful to kind of maybe get the second opinion on those things … 
so, yeah on the whole I did find it very [pause] useful.” (Ted – A). 
 
“but this one [the business review panel] somehow, I felt like the lead up to it felt a lot 
smoother and, and that was a really positive experience.” (April - A) 
“I think they’re amazing.  I think BRPs [business review panels] are like, it, it’s really, 
really helped me a lot.”  (Helen - A). 
 
 “… third BRP [business review panel] [business review panel] and er easily feel the 
most energised like we got the best guidance and direction from this one …  ” (Adam 
– A). 
 
“ … I really enjoyed the first BRP  [business review panel]… with the greatest respect, 
I mean I think it’s good and it’s good practice anyway to do that kind of thing, but I 
think I personally didn't get as much value out of it on the second one … Well, I think, 
I just think I’m, we kinda know where we are with it now … quite, getting quite … 
established.  ” (William – A). 
To begin with, it would seem that the participants felt energised by the business review 
panels.  For example, Helen thought that they were “amazing”, whilst Adam felt that he had 
obtained the best guidance (“er easily feel the most energised”).  Moreover, this notion of 
receiving the best guidance implies that solidarity between the entrepreneur and the panel was 
strong (“is a brilliant opportunity where someone kinda went hang on have you thought of 
this… useful to kind of maybe get the second opinion on those things”).   
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However, whilst William felt that the business review panel was a good experience (“I really 
enjoyed the first BRP business review panel”) he  implies that they (his team) wanted something 
more  from  the experience (“it’s good practice anyway to do that kind of thing, but I think I 
personally didn't get as much value out of it on the second one”). This aligns with a finding 
from McAdam and Marlow’s (2007) longitudinal study of 12 entrepreneurial firms which 
found that “as the firms became more mature, the need to develop independent, secure internal 
systems could be impeded by the ready availability of support and advice from the incubator 
management team” (McAdam and Marlow, 2007, p.361).   
In terms of the business review panel as an Interaction Ritual, William illustrates how an 
apparent loss of common focus and shared mood (“Make it more targeted, rather than generally 
we are going to review your business in two hours”) as the panel failed to keep in step with the 
specific needs of the developing business, could limit the ongoing effectiveness of the ritual 
gains (“Can our specific areas of expertise [the panel members] help you in that specific area”).  
This points to one of the significant features of Interaction Rituals in terms of their propensity 
to decay if they do not elicit the necessary commitment to maintain regular participation. Thus, 
whereas any one specific meeting or panel may appear highly successful as an Interaction 
Ritual, if this is not sustained through ongoing interaction and a shared evolution of focus and 
mood, its energising and solidary potential may progressively evaporate, becoming eventually 
no more than an empty ritual or failing to take place at all.  As discussed above, this was the 
case with William’s entrepreneurial venture causing him to lose ritual focus with the process (I 
think, I just think I’m, we kinda know where we are with it now… quite, getting quite … 
established). 
Again, this could be something of a dilemma for an incubator organisation which has its own 
organisational priorities to meet and may not be able to maintain the high levels of close social 
involvement with every venture necessary to sustain highly effective Interaction Rituals within 
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the incubator. In this respect, the interactional intensity of such panels over time might prove 
an interesting indicator of the stage at which a developing business is nearing the completion 
of its incubation journey – the ‘transition’ period as McAdam and Marlow (2007) refer to it.  
Thus, it could signal the need to effect some form of transition process before the review panel 
becomes victim to the same difficulties experienced in the facilitated social events discussed 
above.  
In some respects, the results from analysing organisational practices were somewhat 
unexpected. The initial assumption had been that business incubators would be hives of buzzing 
activity, characterised by frequent interactions between entrepreneurs where the bouncing of 
ideas and the excitement of new venture creation would see patterns of sociability 
(Theodorakopoulos, 2014).  This approximates to Collins’ (2004) notion of Interaction Rituals 
being an everyday occurrence, as entrepreneurs formed ongoing relationships that fostered 
individual energisation and a sense of shared solidarity, resulting in a virtuous circle of social 
interactions through which the venture creation process was enhanced (Collins, 2004).  
In the event, the evidence for such effective Interaction Rituals was relatively limited, being 
mostly confined to stages in the business review process. In particular, what the data seems to 
be suggesting is a tension between the formal organisational processes associated with the 
incubator (as part of a relatively bureaucratic group of Universities) and the very specific 
interests of individual entrepreneurs towards their own venture. This raises an important 
challenge for the Portmanteau context, one that is around incubatee mobility and their lack of 
exposure to the richness of social diversity. As explained in Chapter Three, social diversity 
represents the extent to which Portmanteau accommodates members of differing status or 
experiences. What can be shown from the above findings is that due to the aforementioned 
processes, virtual members were effectively not provided with the opportunity to engage in 
socially diverse interactional opportunities with others. Social diversity amongst these 
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members was low. The same can be said for ‘full-members’ whose mobility to mix with others 
on the inside was restricted due to layout and spatial constraints.  
In many of the day-to-day activities of the incubators there seemed little opportunity to establish 
the important ritual ingredients of common focus and shared mood with the result that formally 
organised activities often appeared flat and empty rather than energising. The only area where 
something approaching an effective Interaction Ritual was observed was in the business review 
panel where the more targeted focus on individual business progress enabled some level of 
energised interaction between the participants. However, for the latter, even here it seemed that 
this was difficult to sustain over time within such an organisational context.  
5.3 Chapter conclusion 
This Chapter presented and critically examined the research findings pertaining to Interaction 
Rituals. As such, the analysis revealed the following key findings:  the relative absence of high 
energy rituals amongst full members; reduced interaction possibilities for virtual members; the 
implications of spatial layout and Interaction Ritual and the tension between the controls and 
structure. The value this research brings to the incubation literature, in particular the exploration 
of ritualised action within context, is that for the first time the social dynamics (ritualised action) 
of the entrepreneurs has been considered in detail - their social movement on a daily basis has 
been tracked to and from and within social situations.  These findings are listed below.   
5.3.1 The relative absence of high energy rituals amongst full members 
On the basis of the espoused nature and function of business incubation, there was an 
expectation that some evidence of energised Interaction Rituals might be found, if for no other 
reason than the close proximity of the entrepreneurs, all keen to progress their businesses, for 
considerable periods of time in an environment specifically intended (not designed) to nurture 
this creative spirit (Collins, 2004). 
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The findings discussed in this Chapter (see above) on Interaction Rituals did not, however, 
reveal any strong evidence of such a high energy environment fueled by constant and sustained 
high intensity interaction. The activities that could potentially be classed as Interaction Rituals 
tended to be at the lower end of the scale. The clearest example was the coffee run in Incubator 
A. It was observed that this seemed to be contingent upon the physical organisation of the 
incubator (see summary that follows on the implications of spatial arrangement on Interaction 
Ritual), suggesting that its existence as a coherent collective activity would likely to be 
dependent upon where members were located (see final summary point below) rather than upon 
a shared focus of attention that stimulated them to new entrepreneurial innovations. 
However, even in this limited form, it is argued that participating in such a ritual helped 
members (from the pre-incubation space) to gain a sense of positive experience (through the 
regeneration of Emotional Energy) from what might otherwise have been a relatively lonely 
experience, thereby making their incubator membership more positive than might have been 
the case without it. Moreover, it showed the model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory is more 
nuanced that first thought, i.e., it is influenced by the context of where it is operationalised.  
Thus, the key finding from this is that Emotional Energy not only acts as a motivational 
correlate (i.e., to and from energy creating situations), but can be used as a re-energising force 
to do mundane entrepreneurial tasks (Collins, 2004; Summers-Effler, 2002). The researcher 
returns to this point in 7.4.1 (theoretical contribution and areas of future research 7.5 below).  
It was found that the business review panels also had ritual potential, but here too this was a 
contingent feature of their make-up rather than reflecting a specific outcome of the way the 
process was designed. Consequently, the implication of this finding is that this points to an 
arguable paradox or dilemma for incubator organisation in terms of the balance between 
allowing spontaneous interactions to develop or trying (too) hard to ‘organize’ stimulating 
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events. The drawback of the latter approach, evidenced by example of the beer and pizza 
evening, is ending up creating a low energy “empty ritual” (Collins, 2004, p.50). 
5.3.2 Reduced interaction possibilities for virtual members 
Regarding this key finding, the research has shown that the allocation of membership (by 
incubator staff) within Portmanteau caused significant problems with respect to the way 
individuals interacted socially – incubator policies and practices pertaining to membership had 
an adverse impact on Interaction Ritual possibilities.   This unintentional policy, of awarding 
membership, seemed to ‘socially barr’ virtual members from participating in the free and 
spontaneous interaction within the incubator. As a result, these individuals felt disconnected, 
distant, oscillating like an outsider or quasi insider (the majority of times outside and sometimes 
in) and in a sense felt not cared for. This experience of disconnection was deeply felt as 
reflecting on their status: the very formality of the access limitations appeared to create the 
sense that this was not simply an impersonal rule but represented a very personal form of 
deliberate exclusion (this was surely not the intention of the incubator organisation).  What is 
more, this sense of exclusion had an adverse effect on their commitment to the entrepreneurial 
goals of the incubator and on their sense of feeling part of the action or ‘spirit’ perceived to be 
happening on the inside.  As explained below (and in 7.4.1 theoretical contribution) this finding 
has implications for Interaction Ritual, i.e., as Collins (2004) states “I am one of the worst of 
sinners, proposing to see rituals almost everywhere.” However, this was not the case as this 
research has shown (Collins, 2004, p.15).  
In short, virtual members wanted to interact, but it was difficult for them because of 
organisational processes restricted them.  Finally, when some of the virtual members did access 
the social interaction on the inside their negative emotional feelings were in a sense repaired or 
re-energised.  This suggests that the binary classification between membership classification 
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(virtual and full) may be more nuanced and temporal, i.e., one moment they are outsiders and 
next in a sense a quasi-insider – almost part of the incubator family, but not completely.      
5.3.3 The implications of spatial arrangement on Interaction Ritual 
A key finding from this research was that the spatial arrangement of the incubator affects 
Interaction Ritual possibilities.  Therefore, Interaction Ritual seemed to be better described in 
terms of pockets of self-containment within specific shared spaces, i.e., the pre-incubation area 
(incubator A) and end-zones (incubator B), rather than widespread “collective effervescence” 
(Collins, 2004, p.48).  An unexpected finding to emerge was the lack of social interaction 
between pod-based entrepreneurs and others within the incubator – both groups holding full 
membership.  The pod-based entrepreneurs (who were found to be actively creating their 
identity as a real entrepreneur) effectively used the pods to create a social separation from others 
(virtual members).   To achieve this, they ‘socially barred’ others from Interaction Ritual by 
establishing a ‘barrier to insiders’ (Collins, 2004). This subtle and nuanced shift modifies the 
input side of Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory as shown in Figure 10 
above (Collins, 2004).  These findings have significant relevance on practice, especially as 
many incubators are not purpose built for incubation, rather the chosen facility is taken over for 
incubation purposes.  Thus, the allocation of space, who occupies that space and what stage 
they enter the space is significant in terms of how the incubator is run.   
5.3.4 The tension between the controls and structure  
The final key point to be drawn from the findings relates to the apparent tension between the 
incubator as a formal organisation, with its own forms of authority, interests and governance 
requirements, and the entrepreneurs it supports. What was found in the incubators was in some 
senses similar to what might be experienced in a conventional employing organisation, where 
the entrepreneurs took the role of employees. Formally of course this is not the case as the 
incubatees are not employed by the incubator, although they are required to abide by its rules 
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of membership, i.e., virtual members adhering to restrictions on access. This situation creates 
a clear tension for those who aspire to an entrepreneurial identity that inevitably emphasises 
self-reliance, risk-taking, autonomy and independence, qualities that do not sit easily with those 
of an employee, especially in a relatively large organisation. However, it is argued that for those 
who were employed directly, as employees, by the incubator (i.e. its managers and staff but not 
the entrepreneurs as incubatees), their role involves delivering organisational targets (which 
may be bureaucratically aligned as Key Performance Indicators with the host institution), 
causing them to ‘frame’ the activity of the entrepreneurs within these organisational objectives. 
In this regard it may be understandable that much of the social activity within an incubator 
becomes geared towards meeting the instrumental needs of the organisation whilst at the same 
time (ironically) meeting the expectations of the entrepreneurs to be allowed to get on with 
developing their businesses. This is not to deny the usefulness or appropriateness of either of 
these processes: formal events, review meetings, pitching opportunities are all potentially 
invaluable to nascent entrepreneurs, as is the ability to work hard on their specific project. 
However, the more challenging question to arise from this research is whether such a 
‘conventional’ position, understandable as it may be, is missing one of the really innovative 
and creative opportunities potentially available within an incubation space, namely the scope 
to enable dynamic and energised social relationships that supplement the inward-looking focus 
(see Impression Management further on in Chapter Six) on an individual business idea, with an 
energised outward facing sense of collaborative experimentation. 
In the next Chapter the findings pertaining to Impression Management and Framing are 
presented and critically discussed. The former examines how the interpersonal dynamics were 
found to play out within the business incubators, whilst the latter uncovers how participants 
were found to define and reshape meaning at the individual level (via Participant Led-
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Photography) and then how those individual meanings were located (via photo-interview 
discussions) within the wider social context. 
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6 Findings and Discussion part II: Impression Management and 
Framing 
6.1 Chapter introduction 
In this Chapter, attention is focused on the concepts of Impression Management and Framing 
(Goffman, 1959/1974), with the latter utilising Participant-Led Photography. Like before, as in 
Chapter Five, quotations are used wherever possible to give the reader a feel for how 
participants expressed themselves. Again, the same convention is used to ensure 
confidentiality, that is, each respondent has been identified with a fictitious ‘given name’ along 
with an indicator of the incubator they belonged to, i.e., A, B, or C. Similarly, where field notes 
are referred to, this is indicated in the text.  The interpretative analysis of Impression 
Management is considered first. 
6.2 Impression Management 
It will be recalled from the discussion in Chapter Three, that human actors within social 
situations strategically choose to expose and conceal information about their self to promote an 
impression that they want others (the audience) to accept and to take seriously - this practice is 
known as “Impression Management” (Goffman, 1959, p.70).  Central to Goffman's (1959) 
approach is the use of theatrical metaphor that in effect allows the researcher to locate actors in 
different parts of the ‘stage’ to see how they behave whilst delivering a performance in different 
social situations.  
In this Chapter, the social situations that were established when discussing Interaction Rituals 
above (review panels and facilitated socials), are explored further.  Here, the focus is on the 
interpersonal dynamics between participants within these situations rather than on the ritual 
structure of the situation.  This exploration deepens the previous analysis by directing attention 
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to the ways in which individuals attempt to shape situations through Impression Management 
strategies with the potential either to create, sustain or undermine existing or developing 
Interaction Rituals. 
 In addition, the analysis is extended to include situations where entrepreneurs direct their 
Impression Management towards actors who are outside the incubator. This extension helps to 
show the ways in which the incubation processes establishes social boundaries that 
entrepreneurs have to confront, either in relation to their business venture (as discussed further 
on) and in relation to other areas of their lives outside the incubator, the latter being a 
predominant theme of the analysis of ‘Framing’ in the final Section of this Chapter. 
6.2.1 Business review panel 
In a previous Chapter, the business review panel was discussed as one of the key Portmanteau 
organisational processes used to evaluate the progress of an incubatee’s new-venture. For the 
incubatee, therefore, the business review panel was without doubt one of the most important 
events in their incubation calendar, for it was in this situation that they ‘pitched’ the progress 
of their new-venture to the panel members (the audience).  Whilst ‘pitching’ is often (in 
entrepreneurial terms) associated with securing investment, the return gained in this context 
was a “critical appraisal” of their venture (Patton, 2013, p.15). Consequently, ‘pitching’ at the 
business review panel was perceived by the entrepreneurs as something that was serious (they 
could lose their tenancy if it all went wrong), pressurised, and sometimes dreaded. We begin 
this discussion by looking at quote from Tim and his experiences of the review panel.   
“…[it’s] a little bit nerve racking y’know, the preparation and also the anticipation.  
You spend all that time preparing for something, getting ready and y’know it’s… I 
thought it was great.  I, I, to be honest I expected a little bit more of a beating y’know 
[laughing].” (Tim – A). 
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Tim, was naturally anxious before the review panel especially as he thought it was going to be 
harder than expected (“a little bit more of a beating”). Consequently, when going into these 
reviews, the entrepreneurs wanted to get their ‘pitch’ right, that is, to convey a positive image 
of themselves and the progress of their business that would be understood and importantly 
accepted by the audience (the review panel members). However, relaying this message could 
be a complicated matter, especially if the new-venture was at an early stage of development 
and achievements tended to be fluid and opaque, leading to a lack of clarity that could create 
issues around sense-making for the panel members (Pollack et al., 2012).     
Consequently, the review panel pitch, appeared as a “critical portion of the entrepreneur’s 
signaling and enticement strategy” where a significant part of Impression Management was 
rooted in narrative sense-making processes as well as in physical demeanor (Goffman, 1959; 
Pollack et al., 2012, p.916; Weick, 1979).  Narrative sense-making is a process whereby an 
entrepreneur can attempt to craft “understandable, believable, and intriguing narratives about 
the opportunities their firms offer in order to overcome the uncertainty, information opacity, 
and risk” (Pollack et al., 2012, p.917). In this context the narrative is intended to construct an 
impression that will shape a business review panel’s decision-making process.  Following 
Pollack et al., (2012) it can be suggested that to fully engage with this audience (in this case 
panel members), the entrepreneur not only uses and allocates “substantial amounts of energy 
and attention” when ‘pitching’ but also extends the narrative sense-making to include 
enactment, i.e., delivering and supporting the narrative of their pitch’ through a performance 
(Pollack et al., 2012, p.917).  This exercise in Impression Management is discussed first.  
Observational and interview data revealed that entrepreneurs appeared to use different props, 
especially dress as a strategy of establishing an “entrepreneurial identity” when pitching to the 
business review panel as revealed in the following quotations: 
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“Er so, if its people from external to the company you always put a shirt on …Um if 
we‘re doing something with an external to a company, I perceive as completely external 
to almost people in that office… but particularly for the business review panel it’s 
always, always a shirt sort of thing... a shirt or a jacket and things like that …”  (Geoff 
– A). 
 
“I would put a slightly more serious shirt on than a T-shirt ... it’s a more formal situation 
I suppose. We won’t do it at my desk, we’d go in a meeting room and notes will be 
taken.   Therefore …There’s an element of you being judged.  Therefore, there’s an 
impression … I might have a collar… I’m trying to give the impression that I’m taking 
it seriously I suppose … I do take their review seriously actually, …  because those 
guys I respect their business experience and it’s already been valuable to me.  So, so, 
the reviews are, I might prepare something for the review in terms of some numbers, 
some questions or thoughts I’ve got and something to challenge them to get a bit more 
out of it.   So, I suppose I’ve probably raised my review game because they have, I 
think.” (Thomas – B). 
In Geoff’s case, he usually spent most of his time in the rear area of the business (the 
“backstage” area, performing a very important developmental role, e.g., coding, writing 
software, testing functionality and fixing problems for their value proposition (Goffman, 1959, 
p.69). Consequently, most of his time was spent away from the more commercially focused 
“frontstage” area of the business, where he was seldom stakeholder-facing and because of this 
could dress in a more ‘tekkie’ style, e.g. jeans and a T-shirt, something not uncommon across 
the incubators (Goffman, 1959, p.32).  
The business review panel, however, provided an opportunity for all members of a new-venture 
to attend, including those who had roles, like Geoff, in deep “backstage” areas of the business 
(Goffman, 1959, p.69).   When attending the business review panel, therefore, Geoff, like 
Thomas, changed the way he usually dressed for more formal attire (“always a shirt”) to 
promote his organisation (successful and effective).   Interestingly, when interviewing Gareth, 
who was one of Geoff’s co-founders, he revealed another motive behind his colleagues upshift 
in dress: 
“Geoff always wears tee shirts (the ‘tekkie’) so we’ve told him that he needs to wear a 
shirt.  Tech guys never wear shirts … turn up in a tracksuit…. Yeah, yeah certainly 
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that’s something which, which as, as we try and sell the company um, by sell I mean 
by present, present UP… as much as that … You need to um, you need to be creative 
and y’know borderline, borderline y’know jeans and a shirt that’s ok, but jeans and a 
tee shirt …. we’re not apple yet [laughing] …. people perceptions can sometimes like 
rest on something as stupid as that.  You don’t want to give that opportunity, so I would 
say presenting Up on that front.” (Gareth – A). 
Gareth notes that all of them (the team) made Geoff (“the tech guy”) change the way he dressed 
(“we’ve told him that he needs to wear a shirt”).   Not only does this imply that the whole team 
that were thinking about promoting their image whilst on “frontstage” at the business review 
panel, but also that they were focused on those who might spoil their business identity: bringing 
it down by wearing a tracksuit, causing in effect a “backstage” intrusion that is misaligned to 
the entrepreneurial identity they wanted the panel members to foster of them (Goffman, 1959, 
p.32/69; Goffman 1963).    When the researcher had the opportunity to attend this actual review 
panel (at incubator A), it was observed that all of the new-venture members were wearing shirts 
and smartly representing their company in front of others. 
Interestingly, Gareth seemed highly attuned to the possible impact of quite subtle differences 
in appearance and how these could reflect different stages of business credibility (jeans and T-
shirt being acceptable for Apple, but they need jeans and a shirt as a minimum for credibility).   
Whilst the incubator staff did not stipulate or indeed provide any mandate regarding the way 
entrepreneurs should or should not dress, it seemed that incubatees themselves adopted their 
own minimum dress standard regarding what was acceptable based on their assessment of what 
the audience expected (Goffman, 1959). This form of Impression Management seemed to focus 
on two aspects of the business review panel process: the first seemed to be about showing 
deference to the panel ‘audience’; the second about creating an impression of the business as 
being credible.  
It was recognised that panel members, often considerably older and more experienced then the 
entrepreneurs, had given their time to take part in the process and that it would be disrespectful 
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if they did not show that they were ‘taking it seriously’, i.e., as something other than just another 
day in the incubator.  Such disrespect would be likely to result in less helpful feedback but 
might also jeopardise the chance of using these experienced panel members as allies in future 
business developments. Whilst the entrepreneurs were attempting to solicit the long-term 
business assistance from the panel members, it would seem that it was not achieved through 
‘supplication’ (neediness and vulnerability), rather through ‘organisational promotion’ 
(presenting themselves as being highly competent, successful and effective).  
The second focus meant putting on a front to represent the business to an audience they 
perceived to be interested in more than the technology. In this respect they seemed to be adding 
a ‘business layer’ to their existing entrepreneurial identities as technology innovators – again, 
achieved through ‘organisational promotion’ (projecting an effective and competent front) of 
both entrepreneurial (the tekkie) and business acumen.  
In both cases, it can be suggested that the sense of entrepreneurial identity being fostered was 
one which was ‘expansive’, emphasising business credibility on top of technological capability. 
Thus, as Kašperová and Kitching, (2014) note: “Entrepreneurs narratively construct [using the 
positive language associated with organisational promotion] and negotiate their identities in 
order to present themselves as legitimate and credible to a range of important business 
stakeholders” (Kašperová and Kitching, 2014, p.443) 
The attempts at Impression Management represent a part of a process of identity-building in 
such a way that it would enable the initiation or development of future relationships to progress. 
In many respects this can be seen as a process of ‘role identity’ building rather than something 
that held deep personal meaning for them as individuals. As Gareth noted: “people’s 
perceptions can sometimes like rest on something as stupid as that”, i.e., dress style. In short, 
they seemed confident that they would be taken seriously as technology experts regardless of 
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how they dressed, but recognised that to be taken seriously as business people required a 
different impression. This is well summed up by Geoff:   
“I think it’s, personally I think it’s important to sometimes separate the, the tech start-
up look [the backstage look] to, to a business look [the frontstage look].   So, the 
business review panel, is, is, I, I see that as a, they are looking at you from a completely 
business point of view.   Doesn’t matter what business, doesn’t matter what your 
background is, what the product is, they are doing it from a business point of view and 
I think as such you should present yourself as a, as that, as that business I think in the 
best possible light.  I don’t think turning up in flip flop, shorts and a tee shirt to a 
business review panel that contains firstly X or Y or something like that and … people 
from external to the company that come in and help and give up their time . . .  I think 
they would be much more willing to help you if you looked smart and presentable…  
at the end of the day when you do these presentations and things like that you spend a 
lot of time making your, making your presentation smart, presentable and things like 
that, I think it’s no good if you make a smart and presentable presentation then stand 
presenting it there looking scruffy.” (Geoff – A). 
Significantly, the approach adopted by the male counterparts seemed to differ from that 
espoused by some of the female entrepreneurs interviewed. For them, the approach towards 
Impression Management strategies seemed to incorporate an element of ‘identity-protection’ 
alongside ‘identity-building’ – an element that seemed largely missing from the accounts of the 
male entrepreneurs.  Moreover, the analysis revealed the deep experiences and “complex 
challenges faced by female entrepreneurs as they engage in self-promotion and IM [Impression 
Management strategies] to market their business” (Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018, p.166). 
Whilst the literature in Impression Management has noted that females in organisations tend 
not to promote themselves (showing signs of reluctance; promotion perceived as a risk and low 
levels of self-promotion), significantly less is known about the Impression Management 
strategies deployed by female entrepreneurs (Bolino and Turnley, 1999; Rudman and Phelan, 
2008; Singh et al., 2002; Smith and Huntoon, 2014; Thompson-Whiteside et al,. 2018).    
Therefore, this part of the analysis focusses the responses from Helen and April, two of the 
three female entrepreneurs sampled for the study operating from Incubator A. The third female 
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entrepreneur (when interviewed at Incubator B) suggested limited experience with business 
review panels and has not been included in the analysis.  The accounts from Helen and April 
are shown below: 
 “…probably, probably I do for the, the BRPs [business review panels] I probably do 
dress up because … Well I, I, I is suppose [pause] one of my problems actually is that 
I look quite young [laugh] um which is actually a problem in business because people 
don't take you seriously and I have had this happen before um.  So, I try to counteract 
that by y’know wearing heels and make up and stuff like that [professional].  So, I want 
people to, I want people to take me seriously because actually what I want from them, 
I want something from them, I want them to give me really useful and valuable 
feedback and I think if they didn't take me seriously then they probably wouldn't bother 
um so I do think presenting myself as someone who is credible and who kinda looks 
the part is quite important.  Um equally so not just for BRPs [business review panels] 
but when I walk into a client meeting y’know  I’ll, I’ll, I’ll dress up in the same sought 
of way [professional] because I think you want people to take you seriously.” (Helen – 
A). 
“I don’t think …  wouldn’t turn up in, I am not, I’m not a scruffy jeans person anyway, 
I am not a tracksuit bottoms mum [laughing].   I mean I dress quite well for work and 
it’s only for me really because it puts me in a head of taking myself and my business 
in a certain manner, seriously and I like to get out of, I like to feel like I’m business 
‘Jane’ today....” (April – A). 
For Helen and April, therefore, the issue of identity-protection (dressing to impress) seemed as 
important as entrepreneurial identity-building, i.e., not allowing the audience “backstage” and 
firmly keeping them (through Impression Management) on “frontstage” (Goffman, 1959, 
p.32/69). This is interesting, in that, the study by Thompson-Whiteside et al., (2018) showed 
that “supplication [involving an impression of neediness and vulnerability to solicit sympathy 
and assistance from others] is used by female entrepreneurs to inspire collaboration and co-
creation with their audience” (Thompson-Whiteside et al.,. 2018, p.175).   This was not the 
case with Helen and April – the data suggests that in these instances their perceived weaknesses 
(of being a female entrepreneur in a business incubator) were muted through using dress as a 
prop (Goffman, 1959). 
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Helen expressed her concern (“one of my problems”) about being considered young-looking 
and although she does not mention it explicitly, there is a clear implication that it is being seen 
as a young woman (rather than just young) that she feels will prevent her being taken seriously 
– this “is actually a problem [looking young] in business”. In contrast to the male entrepreneurs 
above, whose concern was more about appropriate manners and causing minor offence. 
Helen’s account of her experiences appear to go much deeper, reflecting a concern that an 
inappropriate presentation of self might invalidate her whole persona (Goffman, 1959). Unlike 
established organisations with many employees who share and “represent the front-line (the 
face) of the organisation,” the “success of a start-up will depend largely on the marketing skills 
or competencies of the owner” (Balmer, 2017, p.1486; Franco et al., 2014; Hills and Hultman, 
2013; Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018, p.167).   
Thus, Helen’s concern is a genuine one (as inappropriately presenting herself), especially when 
‘onstage’ in front of the review panel members.  This concern is reflected in the list of factors 
she felt might be denied her if she got her Impression Management wrong whilst in the business 
review: (“I want people to take me seriously [not considered a serious entrepreneur] … I want 
something from them [I won’t get what I want], I want them to give me really useful and 
valuable feedback [I won’t get this insightful information to help my venture] and I think if they 
didn't take me seriously then they probably wouldn't bother [I might as well give up]”).  
Similarly, April immediately seems to want to protect her identity by differentiating herself 
from ‘tracksuit bottoms mums’ (in contrast to the male entrepreneurs who were quite happy to 
maintain their more casual identity backstage – remember Geoff (the tekkie) and his team). 
Although she claims that her Impression Management is ‘only for her’, it has to be recognised 
that to be effective it (Impression Management) has to be affirmed by the responses of others 
(the audience) to it and when she says that she wants to feel like ‘business Jane’ (rather than a 
mother) there is a clear sense that this would not be an identity she would feel comfortable with 
171 
 
in an entrepreneurial context.  Although, April never used the term ‘mumpreneur’, she seems 
to be deliberately avoiding association with this “sub-culture of entrepreneurship… an identity 
orientation that blurs the boundary between the roles of ‘mother’ and ‘businesswoman’” 
(Ekinsmyth, 2011, p.104).  
Importantly, this needs to separate the entrepreneurial identity from another, potentially 
discreditable identity was not something that was mentioned by any of the male entrepreneurs 
– although they recognised that ‘tech’ and ‘business’ identities needed at times to be 
differentiated, this seemed to be more of a tactical decision rather than something that was 
existentially dangerous.    
For these female entrepreneurs (Helen and April), therefore, it would seem that their need to be 
taken seriously is in a sense an attempt to legitimise (organisationally promote) their own 
entrepreneurial identity and existence within a highly masculine business incubator context 
(Ahl, 2006; Marlow and McAdam, 2012; Ogbor, 2000).  Whilst incubators present themselves 
as being gender-neutral (Marlow and McAdam, 2012), the majority of these facilities operate 
within the technology sector which is highly masculine (Faulkner, 2001; Rosa and Dawes, 
2006).  Thus, as Marlow and McAdam (2015) note, female entrepreneurs within the incubator 
context: 
 “are obliged to negotiate the dissonance between their ascribed femininity and the 
masculinity inherent within entrepreneurship… at the most elementary level women 
are specifically coded by sex in that they are designated as female entrepreneurs within 
popular, policy and academic literatures.” (McAdam and Marlow, 2015, p.794).   
In this respect, the accounts above reflect Marlow and McAdam’s (2015) finding that female 
entrepreneurs are: 
 “obliged to undertake particular forms of identity work to organisationally promote 
and achieve visibility and entrepreneurial legitimacy particularly when founding new-
ventures in traditionally male dominated sectors.” (McAdam and Marlow, 2015, 
p.794).   
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Certainly, these factors were apparent in the accounts of the Portmanteau entrepreneurs 
discussed above: there was certainly dissonance in April’s account of her different role 
identities and Helen described identity work clearly focused on establishing legitimacy. In this 
respect, it seems that unlike the male entrepreneurs, for female entrepreneurs, gender seemed 
to form the “backdrop to a devalued socially constructed articulation of identity and legitimacy” 
resulting in a deeper and more extensive engagement with Impression Management (Marlow 
and McAdam 2015, p.13). In the following sub-section, the role of Impression Management 
within the beer and pizza facilitated social event is discussed to examine whether, as with 
ritualising, there is a less intense interpersonal dynamic than in the more intimate business 
review panel process. 
6.2.2 Facilitated social events 
In the previous Chapter on Interaction Ritual, the beer and pizza facilitated social evening was 
analysed and discussed.  Consequently, it was established that this event was poor at generating 
spontaneous energy and solidarity amongst those attending – the ritual focus was low. Having 
established this, attention is now turned to the interpersonal behaviour of the people attending 
this event, which allows a greater insight into how entrepreneurs managed their identities in 
this situation through the Impression Management strategies they deployed. We start this 
discussion by considering the experiences of Geoff (the tekkie discussed earlier). For Geoff, 
the beer and pizza social evening seemed to be a very formal affair as the quotation below 
reveals: 
“Everyone is introduced … Hi I am [Geoff]  I am technical director at Cams sort of 
thing” … It’s what ya doing … what’s X sort of thing, it’s all very much um how things 
are going … how they are getting on if you haven’t spoken to them for a little while 
and it’s a perfect opportunity to speak to people that you haven’t maybe spoken to for 
a while. So, there’s people we know up and down here that I speak to on a daily basis 
and there’s others that you see there that are also virtual incubator members.  Oh 
definitely yeah, yeah, because there’s new people there, different people there every 
time um and it’s just like I think being involved and er …. Yeah just like being involved 
and just sort of being seen there as well.  Um, it’s no good sort of business like this 
where you are relying on the public, relying on like the crowd for instance, if you’re 
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there tucked away, hidden away in your office and sort of not getting involved in these, 
these networking events.” (Geoff – A). 
For Geoff, the beer and pizza social evening was experienced as being rather formal and 
structured (“It's all very professional”), probably reflecting its status as a regular event laid on 
by the incubator, i.e., “initiated by a commonly recognized apparatus of ceremonial 
procedures” rather than a spontaneous occurrence (Collins, 2004, p.50).  Moreover, formal 
rituals have a “stronger effect on broadcasting and affirming a rigid sense of group boundaries” 
(Collins, 2004, p.50).   
Thus,  Geoff’s approach to Impression Management was to interact with others via his 
‘professional’ identity (highly competent, successful and effective – organisational promotion), 
introducing himself using his official title (“Hi I am Geoff I am technical director at Cams”) 
and limiting interaction to general pleasantries (“it’s all very much, how things are going, how 
they are getting on”) whilst remaining relatively guarded about disclosing too much to others.  
This unofficial communication: 
“provides a way in which one team can extend a definite but noncompromising 
invitation to the other, requesting that social distance and formality be increased or 
decreased, or that both teams shift the interaction to one involving the performance of 
a new set of roles. This is sometimes known a s 'putting out feelers’ and involves 
guarded disclosures and hinted demands.” (Goffman, 1959, p.121). 
This sense of being guarded (maintaining a social distance) with others at the beer and pizza 
evening was echoed by Helen, who seemed particularly concerned about exposing too much 
detail about her business performance as shown in the lengthy quotation below: 
“Um, I suppose if I ever think that there’s some sort of like business transaction, that 
with somebody then, then I’m maybe am not as much, because I think well I don’t need 
to tell them that I am really struggling, or my profit margin is shit or having IP 
[intellectual Property] issues y’know.  So, I think perhaps maybe in some of the social 
occasions and stuff where there is other companies there, then I maybe hold my cards 
a bit tighter closer to my chest. Yeah, I guess [pause] I suppose like the beer and pizza, 
I am just trying to think of an example.  Like beer and pizza there’s a couple of guys 
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who, who do sorta similar stuff in Finance or for example or y’know some of them and 
maybe some of the mentors come around or something, I, I, I think you do feel a little 
bit like you need to give off a different kind of image [organised and effective] than, 
than when you are sitting in Fred’s [Entrepreneur in Residence] Fred’s office I guess. 
[pause] well bullshit of course [laughing]  [mumbled] everyone does?  No I mean 
y’know you, you don’t tell people like all the issues that you’re having or, or what 
you’re struggling with necessarily.  You, you say how great your company is and how 
wonderful it is and blah, blah, blah y’know” (Helen - A). 
In many ways Helen’s comments pick up on the issues surrounding identity for female 
entrepreneurs. Whereas Geoff projected his guardedness merely as a way of ‘fitting in’ with 
what he perceived as a principally professional and superficial event, Helen seemed to have 
real concerns about how she might be disadvantaged if she inadvertently gave an impression 
that questioned her entrepreneurial identity. Thus, like Geoff, Helen chose to ‘organisationally 
promote’ herself in this social situation and project an image of being competent, successful 
and effective.  She seemed to believe that this identity was inherently ‘fragile’ and open to 
being discredited, hence her care about who she was talking to and about what – in marked 
contrast to Geoff’s more ‘laid back’ approach to engaging with others.  
On the one hand, this can be seen as a reflection of McAdam and Marlow’s (2007, p.361) point 
that “firm proximity creates tensions concerning privacy, the protection of intellectual property 
and competitive strategies”. But, on the other, it could also be seen as another manifestation of 
the gender issues discussed above where it appears that the stakes involved in Impression 
Management are perceived as being reputationally higher by female entrepreneurs than their 
male counterparts. Thus, not sharing personal experiences was a strategy for protecting the 
entrepreneur’s identity and maintaining social distance (Goffman, 1959). 
For male entrepreneurs it seemed that Impression Management was about being seen to be 
serious, i.e., putting on the right “front” for a specific occasion (regardless of whether they 
regarded this as central to the ‘real’ identity), treating it essentially as conforming to the rules 
of the game that were accepted but unacknowledged by all participants (Goffman, 1959, p.34). 
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For the female entrepreneurs, in contrast, it seemed to be more about being taken seriously, i.e., 
for them creating an impression was much more closely tied to their personal sense of self and 
they seemed constantly wary that a mistaken impression could discredit them, exposing the 
‘devalued’ gender identity that Marlow and McAdam (2015) claim to underline the masculine 
assumptions of entrepreneurship.  In both cases, it can be suggested that entrepreneurs used 
organisational promotion as an Impression Management strategy in an attempt to project a 
serious front and be taken seriously in their daily life. 
The data from the interviews provides some scope to explain the observed lack of ‘collective 
effervescence’ (and, hence, ritual development) outlined in the previous Chapter. By focusing 
on Impression Management, it emerged that the entrepreneurs had defined this ‘social’ situation 
(which was formally intended to promote informal engagements and to spark new creative 
connections), as an informal ‘show case’ for their entrepreneurial identities, focusing on 
Impression Management targeting their fellow incubatees.  This focus on self-presentation 
meant that the scope for establishing a wider sense of “mutual focus” and “shared mood” among 
participants was subordinated to the need to present a united ‘entrepreneurial front’ (in the case 
of teams) and a coherent sense of an ‘entrepreneurial self’ (in the case of single entrepreneurs) 
(Collins, 2004, p.48).  
These Impression Management tactics were inherently ‘inward looking’ and self-monitoring 
rather than encouraging a socially expansive approach that might have facilitated more 
exploratory Interaction Rituals with others. For example, Wayne tellingly identified the beer 
and pizza as a place where attendees were “dishonest and in a selling mode with their sales 
faces, promoting their business by ‘bigging’ themselves up”. Similarly, Helen added a layer of 
gender identity protection to this ‘everyday bullshitting’ within a masculine environment. In 
this respect, therefore, it can be suggested than where the formal intentions of creating a 
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‘buzzing’ and exciting event fails to engage participants, the latter will impose their own 
definition of the situation on the encounter.  
In Interaction Ritual terms it can be said that the event failed to create a “shared focus” and 
“common mood” or to establish a sense of membership that overcame participants’ primary 
identification with their personal business ventures (Collins, 2004, p.48). As such, the lack of 
“collective effervescence” can be seen as the result of both weak ritual ingredients and a strong 
focus on individual or team Impression Management, with the latter, socially-separating force 
taking precedence (Collins, 2004, p.48). As will be discussed more fully in the next Section, 
this points to the already mentioned tension between social spontaneity and organisational 
order. This interpretation is further confirmed when the entrepreneurs’ approach to managing 
impressions with actors external to the incubator is considered. 
6.2.3 The business incubator 
In this part of the Chapter the lens is turned outwards and focuses on the Impression 
Management of entrepreneurs when facing actors external to the business incubator, e.g. when 
meeting customers and other stakeholders. In Chapter Two the tangible benefits for an 
entrepreneur being based in a business incubator were presented (e.g., physical office space and 
access to administrative services; Greene and Butler, 1996; Patton, 2013). However, equally 
important for incubated ventures may be the reputation of the parent organisation in providing 
intangible benefits by association (McAdam and Marlow, 2007).  For example, the postal 
address of an incubator can provide credibility to the identity of the venture when dealing with 
customers rather than a simple private address (Black et al., 2016; McAdam and Marlow, 
2007). Within the Portmanteau incubators, the interview data suggests that entrepreneurs 
leveraged this intangible resource to impress when externally facing, in effect demonstrating 
the value this strategic location by ‘piggybacking’ (Terpstra and Yu, 1990). For instance: 
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“[it] gives me some degree of confidence that the brand, the brand is working and 
people trust that brand … so yeah fantastic, fantastic … they trust that and it gives me 
the feeling that, y’know that will add credibility to our own.”  (William – A). 
“So, all of these things I’m sure Portmanteau knows or maybe they take some of those 
for granted, but it creates such a strong footing when you’re coming out with a couple 
sheets of paper at that point in time and trying to raise money. It shows that you’re 
serious, you’re professional [deep breath] and it looks credible.”  (David – A). 
“That’s another thing which Portmanteau is really good for as well.  I mean 
Portmanteau is very, very well respected in a lot, a lot of circles …  Having the 
Portmanteau name behind us is something which is very valuable … I think it’s just 
been um, um, um voted a top University um program world-wide. For instance, if we 
are doing a grant application on the government or something, Portmanteau is 
amazingly well regarded by government people … It, it’s a success story of the UK 
and the UK universities and that’s something which we would mention quite often I 
think I would imagine.  That we’re part of Portmanteau. So, leveraging it in the right 
situations I think.” (Gareth – A). 
“Yeah, I think it’s, I think it’s y’know a great system, helping build confidence when 
you’re growing a business and providing the support that you need, when you need it 
and providing an environment of other companies who are in the same boat.” (Holly – 
B). 
“They’ve put millions and millions, helped millions and millions of pounds be invested 
in businesses, and now they’re in the top 10 and that is unbelievable, because that is a 
card in my back pocket [laugh] when I’m in conversation … Oh my god when I’m in 
main conversation with people of course, That is a massive plus to say we are part of 
the Portmanteau partnership and.  it’s a conversation starter as well, breaks ice when 
you’re talking to funding bodies  Um, um  …..People like the LEP or the council or 
any of these people y’know.  It gives you credibility at this early stage.” (Tim – A). 
All these entrepreneurs expressed how the Portmanteau brand had given them  confidence in 
their new-ventures in terms of  their credibility and that of their own brand (“add credibility to 
our own”), respect when networking within their industries (“very, very well respected in a lot, 
a lot of circles”) and a strong base from which to secure funding. Some also used the 
Portmanteau brand in a more active way.   For example, Tim leveraged his association with 
Portmanteau in conversation with people and likened it to having a card in his back pocket that 
he could use when in conversation with people and when he pitched higher order stakeholders, 
.i.e. investors and partners. 
“Yeah, I mean it’s something to talk about.  Y’know it’s part of my pitch…   Right  
Y’know when I, when I talk about, it’s part of my extended pitch, it’s not necessarily 
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part of my elevator pitch, y’know my one minute special if I’ve never met anyone 
before, but it is certainly part of the extended conversation that will follow that pitch  
So, if then arrange to sit down with someone or wanna meet with someone or I want 
them either as a partner, I want them to potentially y’know, It’s not so much for users, 
y’know people that just gonna launch a crowd funding campaign.  It’s for companies 
and partners and people like that and say look we are part of Portmanteau partnership, 
which is a top business incubator and they drive us, and help us and support us.  And 
from investors as well, it’s very valuable ....  because that know that there’s, behind me 
there’s support, a support network.” (Tim - A). 
For Thomas, managing his identity through the Portmanteau brand went to an altogether 
different level as shown in the following quotation: 
“having only one desk has its constraints more on when the customers want to come 
and see you and say “can I have a look at your office.”  If they ever do that that’s when 
the um, games up! Hasn’t happened to me yet … Some people [the customer] are more 
old fashioned and want to see y’know your establishment and your scale.  One 
customer has said they want to but they haven’t done it yet … I tried to (deter them) 
but if they want to do it, I have talked to a buddy of mine in this building who says I 
can um, be in his office.  … it’s quite easy to change the logo on the door. He does 
similar things to me, in fact he’s staff could probably talk a good story as well if they 
were really pressed.  I’d drop my own staff in there but even his ones, because of the, 
the way our business are together … It’s probably got more staff than we’ve got 
altogether actually, it would be just, what they, would be like if we all sat in one 
building, which we don’t.” (Thomas – B). 
For this entrepreneur, who was a full member, his concern was if a major customer made an 
unannounced visit to the incubator. For example, if a customer decided to come and visit 
Thomas, then the size of his desk space would be disproportionate to the business ‘front’ he 
was projecting to the customer through the official address.  Consequently, any unannounced 
visit would be a “backstage” intrusion (“if they ever do that then the game is up”; Goffman, 
1959, p.69).  If, however, Thomas had time to prepare then his strategy to impress involved 
bringing others into the performance. Thus, to avoid any unforeseen intrusions, this incubatee 
revealed that he would contact a colleague within the building and use their bigger office space 
to effectively stage a more impressive and grander performance – a bigger front (Goffman, 
1959).  Moreover, to manage this performance, Thomas was prepared to use specific props 
including swapping the logo on the door and then using human actors (as mentioned above) as 
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extras or props to deliver the right message as revealed above (Goffman, 1959).  Thus, Thomas 
was actively engaged in the organisational promotion of his own business to create an 
impression of being highly competent, effective and successful.  Moreover, the Portmanteau 
brand added authority and legitimacy to the entrepreneur’s projected image of self – they 
wanted to be viewed as competent and trustworthy. 
What is interesting from the above discussion is that whilst the incubator identity provided a 
useful prop for entrepreneurs to use in their Impression Management strategy, it simultaneously 
focused their attention on taking an essentially instrumental and self-serving view of the 
incubator role. Even in the case of Thomas above, the involvement of other incubator 
participants was geared solely towards the needs of a single business. This, of course, is entirely 
what would be expected from entrepreneurs, but it raises an intriguing question. By 
inadvertently adding another individual venture-focused dimension to the social meaning of the 
incubation experience, it can be asked whether the potential for wider collective gains between 
the separate incubator ventures, is being subsumed by the narrow focus on the individual 
enterprise.  
The data seems to suggest that when the nature of social relationships is not an explicit 
component of incubator organisation, the default position is towards an individual enterprise 
focus. This is an entirely understandable position, but it raises the question of what sorts of 
social interventions might be available to capitalise on the collective opportunities that could 
be constructed from a diverse group of ‘contained’ entrepreneurs and what added value this 
would provide for the incubation experience. In short, it raises the question of whether there is 
a missed social opportunity within the incubator environment. Finally, however, consideration 
will be given to the ways in which entrepreneurs viewed (literally) their experience of 
incubation, by moving towards the more subjective understanding revealed by ‘Framing’. 
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6.3 Framing Experiences 
So far, this Chapter has discussed Impression Management.  To complement this, this Chapter 
explores a third process, namely Framing.  As already established in Chapter Four, Framing 
offered a way to explore how entrepreneurs subjectively understood their incubation activity 
through the way they captured it in images via Participant Led-Photography. Thus, the interest 
is in how participants experience their environment in a more immediate and unreflective way 
than via normal interview practices (Goffman, 1974).  This provides a way of catching these 
experiences in a more ‘natural’ and spontaneous way and hence adding qualitative depth to the 
research. To create frames entrepreneurs were asked to take 10 to 12 images (by using their 
smartphones) that represented their typical day within the business incubator context and then 
bring these images to an interview setting (stage one in Drew and Guillemin’s, 2014) 
framework (as discussed in Chapter Four) to discuss them with the researcher. Using 
smartphones was deemed the best way for giving the “increasing ubiquity of cameras in society, 
particularly in the form of smart phones…” (Balomenou and Garrod, 2016, p.349). 
Whilst this activity was given some structure by the researcher in the form of a photo-interview 
brief (as shown in Appendix 1), no specific guidance of what to capture was provided by the 
researcher.  Consequently, participants captured what was important and mattered to them. The 
clear strength in this methodological approach is that the researcher did not explicitly know 
what each participant had captured and would bring to the interview context for discussion. 
There was one instance when a participant was so proud of his taken images (he confessed at 
not being a photographer beforehand) he wanted to post them on social media - the boundaries 
of the  ethics of the study were gently explained, and the images were not shared!  Furthermore, 
the researcher did not see any images before the interview.  
When examining all the images (stages two and three in Drew and Guillemin’s, 2014 
framework) post-interview (Appendix 6 shows all the images collected via PLP method with 
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annotated example), two broad themes inductively emerged very powerfully: ‘food at work’ 
and ‘home-life’.  The researcher’s task, therefore, was to explore and interpret the layers of 
meaning (using the questions) behind the images, both to understand “what is it that is going 
on here” from the image-taker’s perspective and to explore aspects of the image that were 
implied (those laminations or layers) of meaning as Goffman (1974) noted.   
6.3.1 Theme one: food at work 
In popular entrepreneurship media, there seems to be interest regarding how a successful 
entrepreneur should eat to stay on top of their game, e.g., information about how to manage 
their diet whilst on the move and instructions regarding maintaining a healthy diet (e.g., 
Agrawal, 2019). Whilst this advice seems to be anecdotally based, it does at the very least infer 
something about the perception that others (the audience in Goffmanian terms) have about an 
entrepreneur’s lifestyle and the identity they project: hugely busy, heroic, hard working with 
barely enough time to engage in simple activities like eating food, almost superhuman 
(Entrepreneur, 2018; Nicholson and Anderson, 2005).   
With this in mind, Table 9 presents six images of food. These images were captured by 
participants from across the three of the Portmanteau incubators as part of their typical day – 
interestingly, only one of the seven participants involved in Participant Led-Photography did 
not capture an image of food which suggests the strength of the food theme.  
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Table 9:  Food at work theme: images captured using Participant Led-Photography  
Figure 11: (Image taken by Kyle, 
incubator C) 
 
Figure 12: (Image taken by Geoff, 
Incubator A) 
 
Figure 13: (Image taken by Barry, 
Incubator B) 
 
Figure 14: (Image taken by Peter, 
incubator C) 
 
Figure 15: (Image taken by Kevin, 
Incubator C) 
 
Figure 16: (Image taken by Ted, 
Incubator A) 
 
 
For ease of reading and referral, each image is shown again at the beginning of each appropriate 
discussion point. To start this discussion, we consider the image taken by Kyle (see Figure 11 
above).   This image shows a tall milky coffee, a toasted cheese and ham panini and a chocolate 
pudding of some description. 
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“everyday routine, this is ...this is a 
photo of a cafe which is Costa in the 
University... this sandwich is also 
disgusting ...Yeah every day 1-to 3 all 
the same… everyday the same thing.” 
(Kyle – C). 
 
Here, Kyle describes this specific eating activity (see  Figure 11 above) as an “everyday 
routine” which involved going to the campus café at the same time (“Yeah every day 1-to 3 all 
the same”) to eat the same food (“every day the same thing”), even though the food was not 
pleasant (“this sandwich is also disgusting”).  At one level, the above extract implies that Kyle 
captured this image to say something about the ‘pressures’ of his entrepreneurial life, i.e., there 
was barely enough time to eat anywhere else as he worked as hard as he could as revealed in 
the quotation below when explaining his motivational drivers: 
“Fear to fail, plus I borrowed quite a lot of money er I have, eventually I’ll have to 
repay it so that’s why [laughing] I have to work as hard as I can otherwise my life might 
have some problems in future.” (Kyle – C). 
As such, the image could be seen to capture an apparently contradictory experience: on the one 
hand, a feeling of mundanity (find) and routine (same thing every day) whilst, on the other, it 
seemed to offer a justification of this in terms of the high pressure demands of business 
development.  Personally, Kyle seemed to recognise that this food routine was undesirable and 
damaging to health but, at the same time, he presented it almost as a justification for his status 
as hard working young entrepreneur. As the interview unfolded, Kyle reinforced this notion of 
dealing with the ordinary and mundane side of entrepreneurial labour through the justification 
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of ‘pressure,’ by introducing another image.  In this instance, he chose to introduce an image 
of his wrist watch as shown in Figure 17 below. He explained this image as follows:  
 Figure 17:  Kyle’s wrist watch 
 
“normally it’s… twelve [midnight] … just took a picture [image of his watch showing 
the time] at eleven [23:00] …I think this explains everything …  This is my life … [this 
is total emersion] … Yes, yes, yeah coz … I don’t have kids, I don’t have wife, I don’t 
have girlfriend, I don’t have money – I have nothing.” (Kyle – C). 
Whilst this image seems unrelated to the food image, it could be suggested to reflect a similar 
concern with ‘mundane pressure’. Thus, Kyle was very keen to emphasise the ‘pressured’ 
nature of his entrepreneurial life: the extraordinary long hours that he worked (“normally it’s 
twelve” [midnight]) and that he worked every day. This image was taken on a Sunday to 
emphasise the point.  In this sense the images representing ‘pressure’ seem to carry a dual 
meaning. On the one hand, they can be taken to endorse the identity of the entrepreneur as hero 
(facing up to super-human demands); on the other hand, they portray a sense of victimhood, as 
graphically captured in the quotation above and discussion around the poor food. Thus, these 
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images point towards a paradox at the heart of the sense of entrepreneurial identity: the self-
affirming nature of relentless effort – the mark of the ‘true’ entrepreneur – against the social 
emptiness, the heroic action of being and mundanity that seems to mark so much of this activity 
(Nicholson and Anderson, 2005). 
Thus, Kyle quite literally used the image of his watch to frame his temporal existence (“I think 
this explains everything …  This is my life” [said with a tone of acceptance and ominous 
outcome]).  For this entrepreneur, therefore, establishing his new-venture occupied all of his 
time, he even took his notebook when eating his disgusting lunch.  As a result of this extreme 
‘pressure’ Kyle confessed to having “nothing” in totality: (“I don’t have kids, I don’t have wife, 
I don’t have girlfriend, I don’t have money – I have nothing”).   
Having “nothing,” or not allowing himself to indulge in anything, seemed to capture this very 
profound sense of paradox:  he had a new-venture, hope as an entrepreneur, a team, investment 
and the possibility of commercialising his idea, yet his Participant-Led Photography actually 
revealed a deeper sense of contradiction at the centre of what it meant to be an ‘real’ 
entrepreneur, i.e., a life with mundanity and the pressures of affirming a ‘true’ entrepreneurial 
identity.  These emerging themes of ‘affirming’ and ‘mundane’ pressure was also reflected in 
accounts provided by other entrepreneurs when capturing images of their food.   For example, 
Geoff chose to take an image of a packet of bourbon biscuits and revealed below: 
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“Biscuits yeah, well you've got to have 
biscuits haven't  you… breaks up breaks 
up the day doesn't it…Not often  (go out 
and get lunch) … First couple of months 
here I probably had weeks at a time 
without getting out really.  Just so busy, 
busy, bring my lunch in, bring a packed 
lunch in, bring a packed lunch in.” (Geoff 
– A). 
 
 
This image (Figure 12) shows a nearly eaten packet of bourbon biscuits on the desk of Geoff 
(the tekkie in incubator A) in easy reach for a quick ‘refuel’. It would seem that the bourbon 
biscuit was routinely eaten by Geoff as a snack during his day (“breaks up the day doesn't it”), 
especially as he seemed to spend much of his time in the office working in the “backstage” area 
of the business (Goffman, 1959, p.69).  Again, the unhealthiness of the product (like Kyle’s 
disgusting panini) is not concealed - see the red warnings on the packet!  Thus, it would seem 
that this entrepreneur was also using food as a way to construct and project the ‘pressure’ as 
part of his identity: both as an indicator of an inevitable part of the entrepreneurial role but with 
distinctly mundane (and unhealthy) implications.  Furthermore, there is a tone of asceticism, 
implying that entering the incubator is almost like withdrawing from the ordinary world – in an 
entrepreneurial context this has an almost Weberian resonance with the protestant work ethic 
(Weber et al., 1930). These emerging sub-themes as part of the construction and management 
of one’s entrepreneurial identity were present in other accounts provided by participants.  
For example, Barry chose to bring this image (Figure 13) of his breakfast to the interview 
setting.  Barry revealed: 
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“That [is] actually my favourite 
breakfast when I do get to have it 
smoked salmon and scrambled eggs  ... 
this exact cafe, it’s done here and the 
reason for that is that I love to cook, I 
love to make my own food and if 
I  did  this myself at home myself at 
home  there would be slices of 
avocado, it would be seasoned 
slightly,  there would be caramelized 
onion  on, on the side a little bit of 
cream cheese …  everything else going 
with it … So, it's a time thing … so 
what I have to do, I have to accept that 
I can only snatch food or certain 
luxuries as eating ...  sometimes life in 
general in these little pieces and make 
the best of it.  So, If I can get some 
scrambled eggs, well you've tasted how 
good the bacon is here, you can 
imagine how good that is…   Eating 
alone Breakfast normally because I am 
up before anyone else …” (Barry – B). 
For Barry, eating this favourite meal (“when I do get to have it”) was a rare occurrence and 
almost accepted as being part of the price to be paid for choosing this way of life (missing out 
on luxuries – a sacrifice for being an entrepreneur). Furthermore, Barry implied that the 
‘pressure’ of his life meant that he could not afford to spend time to select his food (“I have to 
accept that I can only snatch food or certain luxuries as eating“).  ‘Snatching’ his food chimes 
with the experiences of Kyle and Geoff above who ate the same foods and ‘snacked’ on biscuits 
in what could be seen as an attempt to self-justify the mundane experience of much 
entrepreneurial work as a consequence of high pressure (thus, raising it to a more acceptable 
level). Moreover, Barry extended this notion of sacrificing food luxuries to other areas of his 
life (“life in general”), almost as if was an expectation of how entrepreneurial life and his 
identity should be – again, a pressured sacrifice.   
For Kevin, an entrepreneur from incubator C, ‘affirming’ and ‘mundane’ pressure was again 
evident when discussing his image (Figure 15) of food as revealed below.  
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“A pack of chicken yeah, so 
this represents …   a regular 
meal, a lunch meal that I'll 
get... I live right near a 
Waitrose so I normally pick 
this up, grab it, eat it on the go 
or whatever and it kind of 
represents the fact that …. very 
busy and uh … It's just a kind 
of a lifestyle thing really um … 
energy, not too much fat in it 
...  I rarely make my own lunch 
…” (Kevin – C). 
This image shows a pack of processed chicken with pasta pieces that Kevin purchased from 
Waitrose.  Again, the pressure of this entrepreneur’s lifestyle (“grab it, eat it on the go …. very 
busy”) seems to be represented in this image as an implicit tension between affirmation and 
mundanity.  Kevin’s acceptance of this behaviour (“It's just a kind of a lifestyle thing really”), 
that is, quickly selecting food and eating it without stopping (always on the go) seems an 
acknowledgement of the inherently pressured and paradoxical nature of an entrepreneurial 
identity.  
For another entrepreneur at Incubator C, Peter, his selection of food (see Figure 14) seemed to 
reflect this tension within the entrepreneurial identity as revealed in the quotation below. 
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“This is food! … it was more about being by our self.  I think food is key to keep you 
going, In the longer run.  Yeah, yeah.  I think most of my meals … was eating at the 
café … er so I was basically living off the café basically [on] a … busy day I could be 
doing my business work, entrepreneurship work whatever work.  Normally busy on my 
desk doing some … over here I think it’s more…. More of the local culture where you 
don’t see people like meeting up for lunch … its more about time, right, and when you 
take your food back to your office …  On their own.” (Peter – C). 
For Peter, food seemed to be a powerful symbol (“this is food”).  Like Kyle above, this 
entrepreneur ate at the same place and on most days did this alone (“living off the café 
basically”).  Again, this suggests that the life of an incubated entrepreneur had moments of 
mundanity, dullness and periods of basic routine - going for lunch in the same place on a daily 
basis. The last sentence of the above quotation again points to the tension between affirming 
pressure and mundanity with the comment posed as a kind of rhetorical question (“it’s more 
about time, right”?), suggesting an awareness of this tension and the need to establish it as a 
necessary component of “entrepreneurship work”. Ted’s comments on his food image (Figure 
16) also picks up on this point.  
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“It's a bento box, a Japanese takeaway box 
essentially and on, Japanese food is one of 
my favourite things [said with fondness and 
reflection], … I go out with X (other 
founder).. in which case is more of a 
working lunch Or I.. go out on my own 
…   chance to  an … not be sat in front of the 
computer … but I find those times when I'm 
not y’know explicitly thinking about.” (Ted 
– A). 
 
On the one hand, this food represents a release from mundane pressure (“sat in front of the 
computer”) but the context in which it is eaten elaborates on the image by emphasising the 
affirmative pressure associated with the fact that this is often a “working lunch” and not mere 
enjoyment.  
The above examples have shown that food seemed to be important to these entrepreneurs as a 
way of capturing a tension within the entrepreneurial identity.  These images revealed 
something more than simple food preferences.  Images of food appeared to be an accessible 
way in which these entrepreneurs could represent the pressured nature of the entrepreneurial 
identity and, intentionally or unintentionally, the tension between mundane activity (often not 
considered as part of entrepreneurial endeavor) and the more affirming notion of pressure as an 
indicator of embracing the entrepreneurial role.  
Using images to uncover the themes of ‘mundane’ and ‘affirmative’ pressures allowed this 
tension to be exposed, both as an insight into entrepreneurial work itself and as a component of 
the way in which entrepreneurial identity is often constructed. Such a construction often seems 
to downplay the former in relation to the latter, even though the reality may be the 
opposite.  Importantly, the use of Participant Led-Photography provided a novel way of 
capturing aspects of entrepreneurial identity that might otherwise be overlooked, or even 
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denied, in attempts to align experience with the popular image of what an entrepreneur is and 
does (Farmer, et al., 2011). 
6.3.2 Theme two: home-life 
Next another set of images emerged as a main theme in the data (see Appendix 6). Here the 
focus moves away from food and concentrates on a group of images that represent home-life. 
In the previous part of this Section the category food at work was discussed based on a set of 
images that were created by the entrepreneurs themselves.    In this Section, the same approach 
has been taken with the images that formed the home-life category.  These images are shown 
in Table 10 below. 
Table 10: Home life images: images captured using Participant Led-Photography 
Figure 18: (Image taken 
by Ted, incubator A) 
 
Figure 19: (Image taken 
by Holly, incubator B) 
 
Figure 20: (Image taken 
by Barry, incubator B) 
 
Figure 21: (Image taken 
by Thomas, incubator 
B) 
 
 
 In the previous Section the distinction between the ‘affirmative’ and ‘mundane’ pressures 
associated with the entrepreneurial identity was established on the basis of images of food 
presented by the participants. The discussion of these images focused almost exclusively on the 
pressures of entrepreneurial work within the physical space of the incubator. However, another 
theme that became apparent from other images focused on aspects of the entrepreneurs’ lives 
beyond this specific work space, in particular, the home.  The ‘home’ images can be regarded 
as adding a further layer of meaning to this process of establishing an entrepreneurial identity 
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by providing a sense of primary justification for these intense work pressures. As such, the 
meaning of these images will be labelled ‘confirmatory’ and, as with the two forms of pressure, 
this too has an apparently paradoxical tension within it. On the one hand, there is a sense of 
sacrifice: that the entrepreneur has to give up a ‘normal’ family life due to the pressure of 
starting a new-venture. On the other hand, there is a sense that this loss of family time is the 
result of ‘wanting to do well’ for the family and provide a better future for them. Thus, 
entrepreneurial aspiration and sacrifice are two sides of the same confirmatory coin. 
The images captured by the participants that make up the home-life category are shown above 
in Table 10  and discussed below, starting with image below (Figure 18) taken by Ted.  This 
image shows part of a brick wall outside of this participant’s house as revealed in the quotation 
below: 
 
“This is the outside of my house… every time I get back 
[home] there is more and more of it covered in with 
pavement chalk… it’s my children...It goes up to about 
as high as they can reach.  Because when I get home I'd 
like to switch off and you know spend time with the 
kids as much as possible…  there's always going to be 
like emails and things... The entrepreneur way is 
slightly different,  it's kind of taking me a while…  yeah 
it is um  because of your spending all of your time 
thinking about work you exclude the other things that 
are Important… Yeah they [children] don't know the 
word entrepreneur … Get home get off my bike and 
y’know ... there's the wall.” (Ted – A). 
When Ted was at work in the incubator his children coloured individual bricks on the wall at 
home with pavement chalk.   Consequently, when Ted returned home more bricks had been 
coloured in on the wall (“every time I get back there is more and more of it covered in”).  Here 
the tension between sacrifice and aspiration is apparent in the clear sense that family life is 
moving on whilst he is out at work (which is not uncommon to most types of work) but that 
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‘the entrepreneurial way’ also spills over into ‘home time’ to a much greater extent, excluding 
the other members of the family, even though he would ‘like to switch off’. On the other hand, 
his obvious pride in his children’s creation seems to provide a sense of reassurance that progress 
is being made and the effort is worth it – “there’s the wall”.  
This notion of finding reassurance from things that matter was echoed by other participants 
who captured home-life focused images.  In one example, Holly captured an image of her 
children (Figure 19) in their school uniform as revealed in the following quotation.  
“Which is sort of the other side, the other sort of my 
life [the children] which I have to balance with work 
and em you know often that’s what I am having to 
leave to come here… Yeah so  if they're on holidays 
or whatever, It's very hard …  The main reason I'm 
doing it Is for them in many ways I'm doing it for 
them because financially you know me doing this 
funds him going to school ... it gives me more of a 
financial, it gives me more decision making and the 
ability to be involved in decision making in our 
family because I have income …I didn't work but I 
also had very little prospect to work If I hadn't done 
Wibbly [company name] I would probably be a 
secretary somewhere because that's what happens to 
women who have a professional career who need 
work  …  I wanted to establish …. and didn’t want 
to be a secretary.” (Holly – B). 
Here the tension between sacrifice and aspiration is complex. On the one hand, there is the 
admission of not being able to spend enough time with the children; on the other hand, there is 
a more focused sense of aspiration extending from the children’s education, the values of the 
family and her own sense of self-worth. In this regard, entrepreneurial work is given a 
justificatory meaning in terms of the superior financial returns available in order to fulfil longer-
term family aspirations and the entrepreneur’s own sense of status, that is, being perceived as 
someone with ambitions rather than having to take a perceived lowly job because she ‘needed 
work’. During that interview, Holly made clear that she wanted to be taken seriously as an 
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entrepreneur and that in constructing her entrepreneurial identity she was keen to distance 
herself from the notion of a ’mumpreneur’.  This term she regarded as patronising and lacking 
serious ambition, in effect the entrepreneurial equivalent of taking a secretarial job when just 
needing work.  During the fieldwork phase, the researcher observed that Holly had no images 
of her children on display in her working area: “this entrepreneur seems to have a very clean 
and almost sterile looking desk - no photographs of the children or family – complete 
disconnection from anything that is related to her personal side. The only thing that is on it is 
her laptop!” (field notes, Incubator B).  
It was interesting, therefore, that Holly chose to capture an image of her children in school 
uniform and bring this to the Participant Led-Photography interview. In a separate semi-
structured interview (before the Participant Led-Photography meeting), Holly had been keen to 
emphasise the separation she was maintaining between work and family life, especially when 
discussing her three children, largely because of the risk of being ‘mistaken’ for a 
‘mumpreneur’. As with the issue of ‘mundane pressure’ above, the use of Participant Led-
Photography can be seen as an effective way of uncovering identity tensions that, if treated 
purely in terms of ‘Impression Management,’ might be concealed or overlooked. Rather, its use 
seems able to point to complex layers of meaning that carry considerable personal value for 
entrepreneurs’ own sense of identity but that might not always be articulated in conventional 
contexts, either of research or entrepreneurial activity.  This complex process of justification 
was also demonstrated by other participants (Barry) as revealed below: 
“Remember who you're doing it for or what you're doing it for. I think I said before the 
biggest boost I have ever had is when I got the er pant changingly awesome news that 
I was having twins…. All the serious growth up has happened whilst these were less 
than a year old … Some days I don't get to see them … Horrible! Sucks!” (Barry – B). 
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Barry captured and produced an image (see Figure 20 above) of the shoes that were purchased 
for his children. Here the tension between sacrifice and aspiration was clear and poignant: the 
emphatic need to remember why he only saw his children’s shoes when they are 
empty.     Similarly, as revealed in the quotation below, Thomas captured an image (see Figure 
21) of his family and then placed this within the context of his entrepreneurial identity: 
 
“I've worked in a few hard-core IT  companies 
where the hours were just getting longer and 
longer, working with bosses from India and 
the United States at the same time  um meant 
that the expected working day was pretty 
extreme and I really wanted to change that 
because especially when the kids were a lot 
younger If you roll back 8 years you know you 
weren't even seeing them In the day so you 
know what is the point,  what sort of life is that 
- the work was taken a toll on me in these 
firms.  I actually wanted to, I probably wanted 
the best of both worlds really, I wanted to 
develop my company but I was trying to get a 
work life balance thrown in there as well - 
definitely.  If I could make X work really 
effectively, achieve 90% of all its potential, 
but me only work 60% I take that rather than 
100 and me working 100.   So, I don't need a 
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fortune and a big stock market listing to gratify me at the end I'd rather say actually I managed 
this company well so that I didn't end up spending 18 hours a day on it.” (Thomas - B). 
 
It could be suggested that in this case the tension between justificatory sacrifice and aspiration 
is less than for previous participants. To some extent it seems that the nature of both meanings 
is being redefined for this entrepreneur: on the one hand the sacrifice is towards the success of 
the business (rather than the family) and aspiration is focused on the business and the desire to 
make it run in a way that optimises family time. This can be seen as a process of constructing 
an entrepreneurial identity in which the conventional tension is ‘reversed’ and the two meanings 
of family and business appear more complementary than in conflict.  As previously, the 
interesting point is the ability of Participant Led-Photography to surface this process of identity 
construction and its location within the social concerns and priorities of entrepreneurs.  
The use of Participant Led-Photography has proved insightful in this context and has raised 
some interesting issues that might otherwise have gone unnoticed or unreported. In particular 
it shows the complex ways in which people frame their experiences. The interpretations of data,  
(using Drew and Guillemin’s, (2014)  framework),  supports Goffman’s (1974) idea that 
Framing is a process that involves complex the layers of meaning (‘laminations’) rather than 
simple one-dimensional definitions. The data above can be seen as instances of what Goffman 
(1974) referred to as ‘keying’ whereby individuals move subtly between different frames to 
arrive at a complex and multi-dimensional understanding of a social situation or their own 
identity. The analysis above captured (at least) four layers of meaning that can be seen as 
relevant in Framing entrepreneurial identities: mundane pressure, affirmative pressure, 
sacrificial confirmation, and aspirational confirmation.  
These layers can be seen as overlapping to the extent that the participants shifted focus between 
them to establish their sense of identity, but they were also in relationships of potential tension 
and even contradiction, with some layers of meaning being a ‘public’ part of Impression 
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Management while others appeared more personal and either suppressed or downplayed. This 
points to the complex and dynamic process of entrepreneurial identity construction and the 
social context within which this takes place. As such it suggests the need to move away from a 
simple notion of entrepreneurial identity as a ‘fixed template’ associated with a specific role.  
The interplay of these layers of meaning within the entrepreneurial identity points to possible 
connections with recent work by Goss and Sadler-Smith (2018) (see Chapter Three) who evoke 
Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory to incorporate Quinn & Dutton’s 
(2005) notion of energy-texts. Quinn and Dutton’s (2005) notion of ‘energy-texts’ (a construct 
they reference to Collins’ Emotional Energy) is as follows:  
“By referring to energy as “texts,” we mean that (1) a person can read his or her own 
energy as a bodily signal that summarizes how desirable he or she perceives a situation 
to be . . .  and that (2) people can read another person’s expressions to interpret how 
much energy that person feels … People interpret felt energy and expressive gestures 
as texts and experience changes in their energy based on their interpretation of texts. 
(2005, p.43). 
It could be suggested that ‘energy-texts’ are equivalent to the layers of meaning through which 
individuals frame their identities, being equivalent to narratives or stories (discursive resources) 
that people tell themselves about who they are and what they do. This model is shown in as 
shown in Figure 22 below. 
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Figure 22: Circuits of EE and opportunity-creating agency 
 
What this approach adds to the understanding of Framing is that individuals may gain (or lose) 
energy as a result of the ways in which they ‘replay’ these meanings to themselves or others. 
The analysis above potentially gives support to this idea but also shows its complex operation. 
On the one hand, the affirming and aspirational frames could be seen as potentially energy-
generating (leading to high Emotional Energy), the entrepreneurs citing these as sources of 
motivation whereas the sacrificial and mundane frames could be regarded as energy-draining 
(Leading to low Emotional Energy) (Collins, 2004)  On the other hand, however, it is also 
apparent that this was not a simple process; sometimes it seemed as if participants were gaining 
energy by playing the positive and negative frames against each other, e.g., using the sacrificial 
frame as a way of confirming and justifying the ambitions of their aspirational frames, or by 
translating the ‘mundane’ frame into a stronger sense of affirmation. Goss and Sadler-Smith 
(2018) suggest that these subjective ‘energy-texts’ become part of the discursive resources 
entrepreneurs use when engaging others in their ventures.  
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Participant Led-Photography has also played a similar role to one described above to illuminate 
the subtle processes of liminality within the University business incubator, which until now 
remain overlooked within the literature as already discussed.  Thus, in the case of Portmanteau 
incubated entrepreneurs, the tensions surrounding liminality seemed more subdued and, in a 
sense, moderated by the incubation experience. This can ‘cautiously’ be suggested to be a 
reflection of the relatively clear boundaries that this form of incubation established. Firstly, the 
incubator was clearly defined as a work space that operated along conventional work 
organisation assumptions, i.e., that an entrepreneur would arrive in the morning, work in their 
office space (or perhaps undertake business visits) and return home at the end of the day. In 
short, it was a clearly defined working base that also provided a range of mandatory activities 
within it (such as Business Reviews Panels, etc.).  
Secondly, each incubated business was treated almost as a separate ‘department’ with its own 
work and purpose, rather than as a component of a broader team. Thus, although the analysis 
did reveal tensions between home and work, the relative stability of incubator life and the clear 
separation between a work-site and home seemed to allow entrepreneurs to integrate these 
tensions into an entrepreneurial identity that made them manageable rather than the basis for 
radical innovation opportunities through creativity. Thus, for participants in this study, it 
seemed that the relatively clear demarcation between home and work that incubation allowed 
made the experience of liminality less acute and more subdued.  
For example, some participants seemed to be able to create a clear separation between their 
home and work lives (Jane, for example, differentiated starkly her role as an incubatee and as 
a mother), others worked long hours but framed this in terms of the benefits this would 
ultimately have for their families, a Framing that was arguably made much easier by having a 
separate workplace than was the case for those such as the participants  in the study of Di 
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Domenico et al., (2014) who had to work from home and were constantly reminded of the 
tensions on an hour-by-hour basis.  
Thus, for incubated entrepreneurs within Portmanteau liminality did not seem to be an extreme 
experience. Rather than ‘creativity’ it seemed to promote ‘focus’ (turning attention squarely 
onto the individual’s business by providing a work space clearly separated from the ambiguous 
home environment) and ‘similarity’ rather than ‘difference and exceptionalism’ (by following 
a framework provided by the incubator support/review processes and by close observation of 
‘competitors’ within the incubator).  
However, it will be recalled from the discussion of ‘food’ Framing that the Portmanteau 
participants portrayed their eating experiences very differently, i.e., as rushed, 
impoverished and isolated experiences rather than the rich patterns of intense interaction 
depicted by Sturdy et al., (2006). Again, the pattern of incubator food liminality uncovered 
in the present study pointed more towards a confirmation of the dedication and often 
mundane hard grind needed to be an entrepreneur rather than provoking experimentation; 
the relatively ‘empty’ liminal space of eating reinforced the entrepreneurial work ethic. 
Therefore, it seemed that the separation between work and home enabled by the physical 
business incubator, did not remove the inherent tensions of liminality.  Instead, they seemed 
to ‘tame’ them and turn them towards strengthening a conventional/stereotyped 
entrepreneurial identity rather than forcing a creative re-imagining of what this identity 
could involve, as seems more likely when the tensions are not subject to the disciplines of 
‘organised entrepreneurship’ (as outlined by Di Domenico et al., 2014).  
The final point to be made here relates to the utility of Participant Led-Photography which, as 
was suggested above, offered the possibility to uncover these complex layers of meaning in a 
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way that might have not been possible by a reliance on conventional interviews. As one 
participant noted:  
“This was really interesting to do actually… actually when I read, read the brief I thought 
a bit about the office, the incubator you know my context in there and then some of the, 
the things around it and about how I like to work or the way I think ….It did lead me to, 
when I got the pictures I thought there's a few things here, it’s interesting” Thomas - B. 
6.4 Chapter conclusion 
This Chapter has presented and critically discussed the research findings for Impression 
Management and Framing within the business incubator context. The key findings that were 
exposed by this ethnographic investigation were the significance of narrowly focused 
Impression Management; the complex and sometimes contradictory nature of entrepreneurial 
identity and finally tension between the controls and structure necessary for incubator 
organisation. The value this research brings to the incubation literature, from the perspective pf 
Impression Management and Framing aspects, is that for the first time these theoretical 
frameworks have been applied to the incubation context. Thus, from the entrepreneur’s 
perspective the researcher has been able to reveal the interpersonal strategies (Impression 
Management) and individual meaning making (Framing of experiences) of these individuals. 
These key findings are summarised below. 
6.4.1 The significance of narrowly focused Impression Management 
The findings showed that Impression Management was narrowly focused within the incubator 
context. These key areas emerged: the (1) ‘inward facing’ nature of much of the Impression 
Management strategy and (2) the tension between assertive (organisation promotion) and 
defensive positions (Goffman, 1959).  The data suggested that most of the entrepreneurs 
participating in the study tended to focus their Impression Management assertively in order to 
boost their own image (organisationally promote) as competent entrepreneurs (Goffman, 1959; 
Parhankangas and Ehrlich, 2014). Whilst this is exactly what would be expected from an 
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entrepreneur, it was significant that there was virtually no evidence of entrepreneurs trying to 
project either a direct or indirect impression to other incubates of their openness to initiate 
meaningful collaborative or exploratory relationships beyond their own business interests.  
Even where collaboration was initiated (as in the case of the incubatee ‘Thomas’), this tended 
to be for projecting a favourable impression of a specific business rather than any wider project. 
In short, it was not unexpected that assertive (organisation promotion) Impression Management 
was found to be narrowly focused on the individual business, but it was interesting that in an 
incubator context, with all the scope available for collaboration, that there was not more 
evidence of outwardly focused Impression Management, signalling a desire to capitalise on 
incubator opportunities.  
Although all the participants exhibited an assertive (organisation promotion) Impression 
Management style towards their own businesses, the female entrepreneurs (n=3) also exposed 
a parallel defensive concern that was less focused on the reputation of their businesses per se 
but rather focused more on their personal impression and self-projection as competent business 
actors. Taken overall, therefore, findings emanating from the interpretative analysis of the 
Impression Management data showed that despite the socially innovative potential of an 
incubator, the reality was that asserting and defending individual business or personal 
impressions seemed more in evidence as opposed to projections of openness towards creative 
collaboration (Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2018).  
6.4.2 The complex and sometimes contradictory nature of entrepreneurial 
identity 
The findings on Framing provided revealing insights into the apparently low energy and inward 
focus of the Interaction Ritual and Impression Management dimensions of the incubators. In 
particular, evidence was found that participants were involved in complex processes of identity 
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construction that often needed a balance of apparently contradictory elements: affirmative and 
mundane pressures on the one hand, and sacrificial and aspirational meanings on the other. 
Reflecting the other themes identified above, these Framing dimensions are further 
confirmation of entrepreneurs working in an environment that seemed to do little to direct their 
attention beyond the immediate concern with their own business activity. The issues they faced 
were found to be interpreted in terms of the day-to-day activities of developing a new business 
and how these impacted their personal sense of purpose and worth. What was again very 
interesting was the finding (from the Participant-Led Photography analysis) of the dominance 
of the strong ‘personal’ themes of food and home, rather than any images highlighting the 
collective aspects of incubation. Indeed, nearly all of the images taken within the incubators 
focused on empty spaces or inanimate objects rather than any form of real time social activity. 
Here too the subjective experience of incubation was found to focus on the individual and their 
venture rather than extending to a significantly meaningful or engaging incubator ‘community’ 
extending beyond a relatively shallow sense of being in a common experience, more in terms 
of being. The interpretation of this evidence was that across all the incubators, for the 
entrepreneurs there was more a sense of being together but ultimately on your own’ rather than 
genuinely ‘in it together. What is more, the Framing activities revealed that the relatively clear 
demarcation between home and work that incubation allowed made the experience of liminality 
less acute and more subdued. In short, the experience of incubation seems to tame the 
experiences of liminality. 
Taken together, the findings presented and discussed in this Chapter and the preceding Chapter 
(Chapter Five) have addressed the research questions and the identified gap in the extant 
knowledge and literature regarding the social dynamics of business incubation. Adopting an 
ethnographic approach, the researcher embraced a micro-sociological lens, focusing on the 
‘lived experiences’ of the entrepreneurs (incubatees). As a result, as evidenced and critiqued in 
these two Chapters this research exposed key novel findings regarding the social relationships 
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involved in the incubation process. Therefore, a number of interesting issues have emerged 
regarding the social relationships involved in the incubation process.    
The following Chapter (Chapter Seven) concludes the Thesis by reviewing and critically 
consolidating the key findings discussed in Chapter Five and Chapter Six. As a result, key 
arguments and implications of the research for advancing knowledge and the extant literature 
are provided. Key contributions of the research for theory and practice and are discussed and 
directions for future research are outlined. 
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7 Conclusion 
7.1 Chapter introduction 
In Chapter Two the research questions of this study were established following a review of the 
incubation literature. The present Chapter discusses how these questions have been addressed 
in the context the incubated entrepreneur (the unit of analysis). First, to locate this discussion 
the Chapter begins by considering the extent to which the findings can be generalised beyond 
the specific sites covered by the study and locates the results in relation to other University 
business incubators. Second, on this basis the research questions are addressed, and the 
relevance of the proposed answers located in relation to the concepts and theories used both in 
terms of empirical insights and emergent conceptual developments. It is concluded that 
contributions can be identified in terms of reconsiderations of theory, the use of novel methods 
such as Participant-led Photography (to uncover the emergent aspects of social life that might 
otherwise be overlooked), and to practice by recognising that the physical and managerial 
organisation of an incubator also has implications for the social dynamics of incubation. The 
Chapter concludes by considering the research limitations and ideas for future research. 
7.2 Generalisation 
Before discussing the way in which the original the research questions have been addressed, it 
is helpful to consider what this study can show about the process of incubation above and 
beyond the three Portmanteau sites that were its focus. It will be recalled from Chapter Four 
that the idea of ‘moderatum generalization’ was introduced: 
“[These] Resemble the modest, pragmatic generalizations drawn from personal 
experience which, by bringing a semblance of order and consistency to social 
interaction, make everyday life possible. Indeed, a strong claim can be made that in 
qualitative research … such moderatum generalizations are unavoidable.” (Payne and 
Williams, 2005, p.296). 
206 
 
Above all else, these generalisations are moderate in two senses: firstly, the scope of what is 
claimed is moderate to the extent that “they are not attempts to produce sweeping sociological 
statements that hold good over long periods of time, or across ranges of cultures” (Payne and 
Williams, 2005, p.297). Secondly, they are “moderately held, in the sense of a political or 
aesthetic view that is open to change” (Payne and Williams, 2005, p.297). In this regard “such 
generalizations have a hypothetical character. They are testable propositions that might be 
confirmed or refuted through further evidence.” (Payne and Williams, 2005, p.297). 
The research suggests that a number of moderate and modestly held generalisations will be 
possible from this study.  Contextually, there seems to be no reason to suspect that, in broad 
terms at least, the Portmanteau incubators studied are markedly different from those elsewhere 
(certainly in the UK) run under the auspices of Universities.  This is because Universities, as 
chartered institutions, have similar approaches to governance and analogous resource 
constraints. As ‘managed’ organisations with a not-for-private-shareholder gain motive, the 
basic approach to management is likely to be similar and shaped, to some extent, by the parent 
University rather than private sector profit ethos.  In this respect there will need to be caution 
in extrapolating these results to incubators that are fully part of the private sector and especially 
to those with a radical innovation focus within a specific field. Thus, it could be suggested that 
the results reported here would provide a useful starting point for identifying issues that might 
be expected to have relevance for other University business incubators.  
7.3 Research questions that informed the study 
In addressing the research questions that informed the current study, the resulting discussion 
can be set within the context of the relevance to other broadly similar University business 
incubators. In this respect one of the key themes running through the research questions is the 
need to appreciate the subtle ways in which social dynamics are shaped by different approaches 
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to incubation and the potential of these different dynamics to influence the nature of the 
entrepreneurial experience.  
Q1. What are the patterns of social dynamics that shape the entrepreneur’s journey through 
the incubation process? 
This question sought to uncover what went on within an incubator in terms of day-to-day social 
interaction. Using the orienting lens of Interaction Ritual, the research examined the data for 
signs of collective activity that might indicate an environment where individuals embarked 
upon high intensity, energised interactions.  as discussed in Chapters Three and Five.  
Regarding the social aspirations of virtual members, they showed a real desire to be part of the 
action and tap into the ‘spirit’ of what was happening on the inside of the incubator.  Because 
of their membership status, however, they were not permitted to freely access the incubator and 
participate in the perceived interaction within. Whilst this was an unintentional outcome for 
incubator staff, for virtual members it was experienced as a loss of status. Moreover, their levels 
of social intensity (the extent to which social relationships within a situation develop high levels 
of engagement and resulting Emotional Energy and solidarity) and social diversity (the extent 
to which Portmanteau accommodates members of differing status or experiences) were low. In 
addition to this, the way these entrepreneurs diffused their innovations was affected. As such, 
in many instances they worked alone on their ventures away from the collective busyness of 
the incubator environment and missed out on the everyday emotional support (from other 
incubatees and staff) an incubator can offer. 
For full members, however, despite their close proximity for long periods of time the data gave 
only limited indications of such a high energy environment fueled by constant high intensity 
interaction. As Chapter Five showed, there were some activities that seemed to come close to 
being classed as Interaction Rituals, but these tended to be at the lower end of the intensity scale 
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envisioned by Collins (2004). The coffee run in Incubator A provided one example of possibly 
the closest instance of an effective Interaction Ritual and will be used as an illustration.  
In many respects even this moderately energised ritual seemed to be contingent upon the 
physical (the spatial layout) arrangement of the incubator, a point the research returns to in 
Section 7.5, areas of future research. The ritual ingredient of ‘physical co-presence’ was entirely 
depended on who was allocated a shared-space (a decision that reflected demand and tenure 
rather than any planned form of team-creation). A ‘common focus of attention’ appeared to be 
weak and generally targeted routine issues (such as needing a break from an individual project) 
rather than some shared concern.  
Moreover, this observation not only confirms that Emotional Energy acts as a motivational 
correlate – coffee run participants kept returning (three times a day) – it adds a further layer of 
understanding as to the reasons why. To this end, Emotional Energy was used by the coffee-
run participants as a re-energising force to give them the emotional strength needed to complete 
the tasks associated mundanity of daily entrepreneurial life - see Figure 9 above.  Thus, the 
model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (Collins, 2004), as first discussed in Chapter Three, 
has been subtlety amended and shown in Chapter Five. ‘Barriers to outsiders’ were present but 
these too were really a function of space allocation rather than an indicator of group identity 
(even when the participants defined themselves as distinct from the pod occupants). 
Additionally, ‘shared mood’ seemed to be apparent only in a casual way that reflected to 
everyday contingencies rather than being associated with a particular focus of activity. 
From the perspective of the pod occupants, the data revealed that they ‘chose’ to behave in an 
altogether different manner.  The data showed that their motivations were born out of the need 
to foster an identity of a ‘real entrepreneur’ (hard working and obsessive about their products).  
Part of this identity construction (as discussed in Chapter Five) perversely involved the 
intentional blocking (social barring) of interaction possibilities with those on the coffee-run 
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(the individuals from the pre-incubation space).  This form of ‘social barring’ was in a sense 
driven by the belief that those from the pre-incubation space (perceived as one-man bands) 
would undermine their position a ‘real entrepreneurs’ and there was almost a belief that 
interaction with them would stigmatise their own venture through association – even though 
they were all full members of Portmanteau (Goffman, 1963).   This echoes the findings of 
Winston Parva (see Chapter Five), a suburban community in Leicestershire, where a “sharp 
division [existed] within it between an old-established group and a new group of residents” 
(Elias and Scotson, 1994, p.xv). Similarly, like Portmanteau, the residents were all from the 
same place (physical estate) (Elias and Scotson, 1994, p.xv). This in a sense makes the notion 
of the ‘barriers to outsiders’ ingredient in a sense not valid – as full Portmanteau members they 
are all on the ‘inside’ following similar processes.  
Therefore, on the input side of Collins’ (2004) model the tentative suggestion is that the ‘barrier 
to outsiders’ ingredient is supplemented with another ingredient of ‘barrier to insiders’ as 
shown in Chapter Five – see Figure 10 above.  This implies that Collins’ (2004) model of 
Interaction Ritual may be more nuanced and multi-dimensional than first thought, i.e., in this 
case, the contextual factors (spatial layout) and motives (maintaining the identity of a ‘real 
entrepreneur’ through social distance) have shaped the changed the model (Collins, 2004). 
Thus, the model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory (Collins, 2004), as first discussed in 
Chapter Three, has been subtlety amended and shown in Chapter Five.   Thus, there will be 
great scope when redeploying this model in other empirical settings to consider these factors, 
and see if other settings change, confirm of reject this finding. This is discussed in future 
research opportunities in Section 7.5 below. 
Therefore, as a social context (the first of the three levels of analysis used in the study), 
incubation seemed to be better described in terms of pockets of self-containment within specific 
shared spaces (pre-incubation area, individual pods and zones) rather than widespread 
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“collective effervescence” (Collins, 2004, p.48). This is juxtaposed with Collins’ (2004) view, 
that Interaction Ritual is almost everywhere, and he notes that: “In my own use of ritual theory, 
I am one of the worst of sinners, proposing to see rituals almost everywhere” (Collins, 2004, 
p.15).  Thus, he expects, or anticipates, to see ritual theory in most, if not all, social interaction, 
irrespective of context.  However, whilst the analysis showed that the coffee-run and review 
panels did reveal signs of an informal and spontaneous ritual (energising and solidarity), 
especially the mechanism to deal with mundanity through the reenergization of Emotional 
Energy (discussed above), it also exposed the motivations of others (pod-based occupants) and 
their choice not to get involved.  
At the second level of analysis (Impression Management), the interpersonal, the picture was 
similar. Here, incubatees tended to be inward-looking and often individually focused on what 
they were doing without giving much thought to others across the facility.  However, the 
analysis showed that this apparent inwardness and lack of concern for others appeared to be 
part of an Impression Management process (Parhankangas and Ehrlich, 2014). The analysis 
showed that entrepreneurs did exhibit strategies with characteristics of ‘organisational 
promotion’ (highly competent, successful and effective) and in some cases ‘exemplification’ 
(projecting images of integrity, social responsibility and moral worthiness) as part of their 
Impression Management strategies. 
This seems similar to the “competitive strategies” identified in McAdam and Marlow’s (2007, 
p.361) incubation study. In this sense it is worth noting an interesting difference between the 
highly individualistic nature of much entrepreneurial activity, something that seems to be 
encouraged within incubators that give a high priority to individual business success (and a 
reluctance to display weakness or uncertainty; Voisey et al., 2006) and  so-called organisational 
‘learning cultures’ designed to promote innovation and creativity  by encouraging individuals 
to take ownership for their mistakes and use these displays of weakness openly as a vehicle for 
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learning.  In this sense, not revealing weaknesses within the incubator context may have 
encouraged entrepreneurs’ promotion of themselves and their ventures (in, for example, the 
business review panels) but created a more individualistic and self-focused orientation than 
would be the case with a learning culture (Pollack et al., 2012, p.917; Wood and Hoeffler, 2013, 
p.1256).  
In terms of ‘exemplification’ (projecting images of integrity, social responsibility and moral 
worthiness), the analysis showed that entrepreneurs tended to use the externally recognised and 
respected reputation of the Portmanteau brand to add authority and legitimacy to their projected 
impressions of being competent and trustworthy entrepreneurs (Thomas and his Impression 
Management activity being a good example – see Chapter Six). It could be suggested that by 
using the Portmanteau brand as an exemplification of their own entrepreneurial credentials, 
they were implicitly tying their own identities to that of their incubator and, by extension, to 
the norms of behaviour that came with incubator organisation membership (such as a strong 
focus on developing the individual business idea, participation in structured activities, and 
accepting a process of regular review). However, Parhankangas and Ehrlich’s (2014) third 
strategy of ‘supplication’  – giving an impression of neediness and vulnerability to solicit 
sympathy and assistance from others – seemed to be missing, possibly because it would have 
created an impression of potential weakness that would have compared unfavorably with their 
fellow entrepreneurs within the individualistic norms of the incubator where there was an 
everyday opportunity to compare one’s self with peers. 
In short, it seemed that Impression Management strategies were geared towards projecting a 
focused and disciplined image of entrepreneurship, very much in line with the broader 
University business incubators ethos of regulated professionalism rather than the image of 
unpredictable, spontaneous and every-changing ‘creativity’ promoted by the more ‘radical’ 
private incubators.  As will be discussed in relation to the second research question, this sense 
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of ‘organised entrepreneurship’ also seemed to carry implications for the ways in which broader 
aspects of entrepreneurial identity developed.  
Thus, at the individual level of analysis, Framing, the picture of self-containment and individual 
focus was repeated, exposing a sense of entrepreneurial identity that was balancing a number 
of significant tensions. In particular, the tensions that bridged the distinction between home and 
work and personal self and entrepreneurial self, inform the answer to the second research 
question as discussed below. 
Q2. How are these social dynamics shaped by the nature of the incubation process and by 
the incubatees’ own lived experiences? 
In Chapter Six, the use of the Framing technique revealed how the entrepreneurs’ lived 
experiences within and beyond the incubator shaped many aspects of incubator life. The 
interpretative analysis of participant-generated images (see Chapter Four for the process on 
interpretative analysis of images) revealed that there was a strong focus on images that ‘framed’ 
tensions between work-life (e.g., food) and work-life and home-life (Drew and Guillemin, 
2014). Such tensions (have been identified elsewhere as indications of a state of ‘liminality’ 
(see Chapters Three and Six).  
As will be recalled from Chapter Three that Di Domenico et al., (2014) found that liminality 
encouraged a specific form of entrepreneurial dynamism. In this study, participants (the twenty-
three home-based entrepreneurs), it was difficult to make a clear distinction between home and 
work, making it necessary to negotiate which activities were properly concerned with home 
and family and which were concerned with the business. The negotiation required by this form 
of liminality led to what Di Domenico et al., (2014) identified as novel and creative solutions 
to dealing with this tension. Thus, in the case of home-working the social context of 
entrepreneurial work seemed to create a strong potential for the experience of liminality to be 
harnessed as an energetic and creative force. 
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However, for Portmanteau incubated entrepreneurs the tensions surrounding liminality seemed 
more subdued and, in a sense, tamed or moderated as discussed in Chapter Six. The way in 
which Portmanteau-style incubation seemed to moderate the experience of liminality can be 
seen to be paralleled by the notion, introduced and subsequently discussed in Chapters Three 
and Six, regarding the images framed by participants as examples of ‘energy-texts’’, i.e., the 
narratives or stories that people tell themselves about who they are and what they do (Goss and 
Sadler-Smith, 2018). It will be recalled from the previous Chapter that Goss and Sadler-Smith 
(2018) suggest that the subjective energy-texts become part of the discursive resources 
entrepreneurs use when engaging others in their ventures. 
However, whereas the authors suggest that subjective ‘energy-texts’ (the stories/meanings that 
an entrepreneur holds of themselves) are translated almost inevitably into intersubjective 
‘energy-texts’ (the stories/meanings communicated to others), the results of the present study 
call this into question.  Rather it seemed that the incubated entrepreneurs captured subjectively 
meaningful ‘energy-texts’ in their images (Framing) but there was little evidence of these 
subsequently becoming part of any intersubjective engagement.  
Rather these seemed to be personal narratives that they replayed to remind themselves of why 
they were working so hard. Thus although the data cannot be certain on this point, it can be 
suggested that the lack of images other than family and (poor) food does support the view that 
the intersubjective dimension of incubation, in terms of processes of social influence and 
exploration, was not well developed (had it been, it might have been expected to have generated 
images of work-based socialising). In this sense it suggests that the inevitability of the move 
from subjective to intersubjective ‘energy-texts’ cannot be taken for granted and should 
therefore be regarded as a contingent connection (see contribution further on in 7.4) within this 
approach to opportunity creation. Thus the ‘organized security’ of the incubator seemed to 
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moderate the tensions of liminality and, as with subjective ‘energy-texts’, to focus 
entrepreneurs on their individual business enterprise. 
In summary, therefore, the processes of incubation seemed to encourage a socially conservative 
but very focused form of entrepreneurial experience – rather than one driven by the need for 
creativity (beyond the utility of the business offering itself) and a promotion of 
difference/exceptionalism (Di Domenico et al., 2014). In much of the popular discourse around 
incubation, the latter position (increasingly aligned to the wider fashion for ‘space as 
experience’) tends to dominate, portraying the incubator as not just a route to a business but an 
introduction to a particular style of entrepreneuring: edgy, volatile, and constantly changing; at 
home in a world of ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter, 1934). However, to follow this 
conventional wisdom, begs the question as to whether, in practice, the socially conservative 
approach to incubation is an inferior way of supporting start-up ventures? This issue is 
considered as a response to the final research question. 
Q3. What does this process reveal about the process of incubation as part of the 
entrepreneurial journey? 
This research has raised some challenging issues for the incubation concept, particularly for 
those incubators established under the auspices of a University governance framework, i.e., 
University business incubators.  For example, the above discussion has shown that Portmanteau 
(an award-winning university business incubator) to be socially conservative. This could be 
seen as supporting the view that University business incubators are generally less effective than 
the alternative socially experimental modes of incubator organisation (Kolymiris and Klein, 
2017). This, however, would be a premature conclusion, both in terms of how incubator success 
is measured and the validity of assuming that social conservatism is in some sense ‘worse’ than 
social radicalism. 
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There are difficulties in deciding what aspect of performance is most relevant and as discussed 
in Chapter Two there is argument about the measures and their suitability (Hausberg and 
Korreck, 2018). Such measures have included tenant survival rate (Aernoudt, 2004) and 
screening profiles (Aerts, et al., 2007); patents generated (Kolympiris and Klein, 2017), 
differences between incubated and non-incubated firms; (Udell 1990; Stokan et al., 2015) and 
differences in incubator types (Barbero, et al., 2012). In the latter respect Barbero et al., (2012) 
found that there were significant differences in performance related to different incubator 
purposes and objectives (Barbero et al., 2012, p.901), what they referred to as incubator 
‘archetypes’. Their four archetypes included University, Private, Basic Research and Regional 
Development incubators (Barbero et al., 2012). The point that Barbero et al., is making is that 
“Assessing incubator performance results in a need to distinguish between the different 
archetypal otherwise we would be comparing ‘apple to pears’” (2012, p.900). In these respects, 
university incubators appear to perform effectively against their objectives – which are not the 
same as other types of incubator. 
What the current study is able to do is to propose the expansion of these different incubator 
types to include the nature of social dynamics within different incubator forms. Thus, whereas 
Barbero et al., (2012) four archetypes (private, basic research; University and regional 
development incubator) follow the dominant incubator research tradition as discussed in 
Chapter Two, the present study has drawn attention to the significance of the more taken-for-
granted role of social organisation in shaping the nature of incubator activity. 
In part, such patterns of social organisation follow from and are shaped by the organisational 
constraints of incubator structure, but, as this research has shown, they also have a dynamic of 
their own that emerges from the social interactions that develop within such structures. These 
interactions and their effects on entrepreneurial energy, confidence and identity may have 
important implications in terms of the sorts of businesses that develop within an incubator that 
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may not always be apparent in more formal measures of performance such as patents or 
throughput.  
Therefore, using the findings from this research, it is possible to add to the future debate 
regarding the types of incubator and their implications, through the suggestion of a ‘tentative 
typology’ of the social characteristics of incubation, namely social intensity and social 
diversity.   Therefore, it is suggested that the validity of these ideal types will be one of the 
opportunities for further research discussed below in Section 7.5.   In the next Section the 
contributions that this research make are presented and discussed.  Starting with theoretical 
aspects, then methodological and concluding with practical contributions. 
7.4 Research contributions 
This study proposes a number of contributions. First, there are theoretical contributions that 
have emerged as a result of the concepts established in Chapter Three being applied empirically.  
Then, there are those contributions that have methodological significance. Finally, this research 
suggests a number of contributions that are relevant for practice.  
7.4.1 Theoretical contribution  
In Chapter Three, the micro-sociological foundations of this research were established.  Central 
to this were Interaction Ritual Chain Theory, Impression Management and Framing, that were 
used to identify different levels of social processes: the social context, interpersonal dynamics, 
and individual meanings respectively (Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1959/1974). It was anticipated 
that the ritual context would be readily apparent within an incubator setting, due to the close 
proximity of groups of entrepreneurs working on the general process of business development. 
However, as Chapter Five revealed, the evidence to strong Interaction Rituals within and across 
the Portmanteau incubators was limited (the researcher described these as pockets of action).  
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This result, in a context which, in principle, ought to be highly supporting of Interaction Rituals, 
provides some empirical support for a central criticism that has been made of Collins’ work, 
namely that it overstates the pervasiveness of Interaction Rituals (Collins, 2004). As Collins 
(2004) himself has noted: “In my own use of ritual theory, I am one of the worst of sinners, 
proposing to see rituals almost everywhere” (Collins, 2004, p.15).   
The evidence presented above suggests a view that Interaction Rituals may be more contingent, 
nuanced, fragile and subtle than is implied in Collins’ (2004) theory. In terms of contingency 
the data from this study has suggested that factors such as the physical arrangement of spaces 
for social interaction, the status distinctions established through different classes of 
membership, and the organisational governance arrangements can all play a part in shaping the 
nature of social interactions (frequency, intensity and diversity) within an incubator. In 
particular, the data suggested that the levels of social processes within the incubator can operate 
more independently and subtly of each other than is implied by Collins’ (2004) model where 
these processes are treated as either ingredients or subsidiary outcomes of a predominant ritual 
process.  
What the Portmanteau study revealed was that particular contingencies could mean that actors 
gave more priority to personal dynamics and constructing individual meaning around this than 
to developing a wider Interaction Ritual. For example, in a socially conservative governance 
framework that emphasised nurturing each individual business within a structured development 
programme, the dominant social dynamic tended to be concerned with Impression Management 
(creating the impression of being a worthwhile member) and with individual meaning 
construction about why the business venture was personally important, rather than getting 
drawn in to wider social engagements exploring new and different possibilities for being 
entrepreneurial. In this sense it was not that the potential for generating powerful Interaction 
Rituals was not present, but rather that the opportunity was not taken. Indeed, where attempts 
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were (by the organisation) made to create higher levels of interaction (such as the beer and 
pizza events) these failed to gain traction as members seemed more focused on the lower levels 
of interaction (noted as pub chat) that maintained the focus on their individual businesses.  
Interestingly a similar point can be made in relation to Goss and Sadler-Smith’s (2018) model 
of opportunity creation (which is heavily dependent on Collins' Interaction Ritual Chain 
Theory).  As the analysis above showed (see Section 6.3), the two connected levels of this 
model – the subjective and the intersubjective – may also be less unified than their framework 
implies. The Portmanteau data suggested that it was possible for meaning construction to be 
largely contained at the subjective level rather than being shared intersubjectively (as ‘energy-
texts’) as the basis for creative opportunity construction. 
Moreover, the analysis showed that the subtle, yet important, findings from the use of the model 
(empirically) make a theoretical contribution.    It was found that not only was Emotional 
Energy a motivational correlate, but in addition it acted as ‘re-energising’ force for incubatees 
to complete mundane and every day entrepreneurial tasks.  Furthermore, it was discovered that 
one of the ritual ingredients (barriers to outsiders) on the input-side of Collins’ (2004) model 
was effectively changed by incubatees to ‘barriers to insiders.’  Both these areas warrant further 
investigation, as discussed below (see future research opportunities). 
7.4.2 Methodological contribution  
As established in Chapter Four, Participant-led Photography was one of the approaches used to 
collect visual qualitative primary data on aspects of daily incubator life.  Whilst this approach 
has been used in many other contexts (see examples in Chapter Four), this research is the first 
study to apply Participant Led-Photography in a business incubator context (and as far as is 
known, one of the few to use it in the context of entrepreneurship). The alliance of Participant 
Led-Photography with Goffman’s (1974) notion of Framing provided a nuanced approach 
which allowed participants to literally frame (as spontaneously as possible) aspects of daily 
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incubator life that were meaningful to them and from their own perspective (i.e., without prior 
guidance from the researcher). The use of this approach uncovered aspects of incubator life that 
would probably have been unexplored if only conventional interview and observational 
techniques had been used alone. In particular, it exposed the complex way in which 
entrepreneurs understood their relationship between ‘work’ and ‘home’ and how they viewed 
the nature of entrepreneurial identity (through the portrayal of food). This in turn led to a 
reconsideration of the way in which the notion of liminality had been used within 
entrepreneurship and within incubation research, by pointing to its variable nature and its 
potential to operate as a process that can help to establish conformity as well as the more widely 
noted creativity (Di Domenico, et al., 2014). Without the flexibility and freedom from 
theoretical assumptions provided by Participant Led-Photography, it is unlikely that this insight 
would have been uncovered. 
7.4.3 Practical contribution  
This research has potentially valuable implications for incubators themselves, and especially 
University business incubators.  Most importantly it points to the need to recognise that the 
physical and managerial organisation of an incubator also has implications for the social 
dynamics that develop within it and that these, in turn, have implications for the experiences of 
entrepreneurs and, through this, for the ‘character’ of the incubator. This is important because 
the social dynamics of the incubation process have not been subject to much discussion in the 
academic or practitioner literature, an understanding of how everyday practices can influence 
entrepreneur experience (for good or ill), resulting in unnecessary difficulties or lost 
opportunities.   
7.5 Research limitations and opportunities for further research 
This Section presents some of the limitations and opportunities for further research that have 
emerged from conducting this research (Brutus et al., 2013).  Regarding the former, the 
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following areas have been identified: the sample restricted to one type of incubator and the 
variability of access. It will be suggested that whilst these issues do limit the completeness of 
the study, they do not seriously undermine the substantive findings and, in each case, point to 
interesting opportunities for further research.  For the latter, the following areas have been 
identified to explore as opportunities for further research: redeploying the model of Interaction 
Ritual Chain Theory empirically, based on the work of Barbero, et al., (2012) establish new 
forms of incubator typologies based on the axes of social intensity and diversity (Collins, 2004); 
the implications of spatial arrangement within the incubator and reviewing the membership 
categories associated with incubation.   These areas are discussed, in turn, in the Sections below.  
7.5.1 Sample restricted to one type of incubator  
The sampling strategy (see the characteristics in Section 4.4) focused on one incubator 
organisation (Portmanteau) that, as shown above, appeared typical of a particular type of 
incubator, the University business incubators. This decision was taken for largely pragmatic 
reasons within the constraints of PhD research and because it was believed a relatively narrow 
focus would allow greater depth of analysis, given the primary concern of the study with the 
detailed nature of social relationships and dynamics. A broader focus would have made 
capturing data at the three levels of analysis more difficult and potentially more superficial. 
Given the amount of time needed to negotiate high levels of access, to collect and the process 
the data, this appears to have been a justifiable decision. As such it has to be accepted that the 
results may hold direct relevance only for similar types of University business incubator and 
even here the generalisations need to be of a moderatum kind given that the sampled incubators, 
although appearing broadly typical of University business incubators, cannot, at this point, be 
justified by systematic empirical comparisons with comparably detailed investigation.  
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Nevertheless, it can be suggested that even such moderatum generalisation provides ideas for 
further research both with similar types of incubators and with those that appear significantly 
different.  
7.5.2 Variability of access   
The issue of different access levels across the three chosen incubators was an unanticipated 
difficulty that emerged only as the fieldwork got underway, despite agreement having been 
established at the outset of the project. The restricted access at Incubator C came as a surprise 
and proved difficult to explain, although it seemed to be related to issues around organisational 
priorities at the particular time. This meant that there were not enough opportunities to conduct 
detailed observations within this incubator. Given the constraints of time and resources it was 
not deemed possible to find an alternative incubator and the decision was made to rely mostly 
on the rich data from Incubators A and B, supplemented by whatever data could be obtained 
from Incubator C. It could be suggested that an unanticipated benefit of using incubators that 
were part of a common parent group (the Portmanteau consortium) went some way to 
mitigating this difficulty as the research was dealing with incubators that shared broadly similar 
governance patterns. Nevertheless, it has to be accepted that the lack of comparable depth in 
this case may have limited the opportunity to identify differences in social dynamics within the 
sample.  
There was no direct evidence from the Incubator C interviews or secondary data to suggest that 
this was a significant problem, but it cannot be ruled out and must therefore remain a limitation 
to the depth and completeness of the study. This limitation does suggest the need to undertake 
more extensive investigations of incubators belonging to umbrella organisations to establish 
the full extent to which such common governance structures influence their autonomy of 
practice. As above this would require a larger sample to identify factors that might influence 
difference and similarity within such organisations, but with a focus more explicitly on the 
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higher-level strategic decision making rather than the entrepreneurs themselves. The current 
research has shown that these factors are likely to be connected but additional work would help 
to establish how the social dynamics of incubator management and governance interact with 
those of the entrepreneurs themselves. 
7.5.3 Redeploying the model of interaction ritual chain theory empirically 
The findings have revealed that there is opportunity to refine and rework Collins’ (2004) model 
of Interaction Ritual from future empirical based research (Collins, 2004).  For example, there 
may be other circumstances where the ingredients of ritual are subtly ‘switched’ as result of 
entrepreneurial identity construction (as shown in Chapter Five).   This shows that the model 
of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory is not a ‘one size fits all’, rather it should be tailored and 
contextualised the environment it is placed. Thus, there will be scope when redeploying this 
model in future studies to consider these factors, this is discussed in future research 
opportunities in Section 7.5 below. 
7.5.4 Establish new forms of incubator typologies 
In Section 7.3 it was suggested that there was scope to develop a ‘tentative typology’ of 
business incubation based on the social findings of this research.  Therefore, it is proposed that 
this typology could be based around two axes representing social intensity (the extent to which 
social relationships within a situation develop high levels of engagement and resulting 
Emotional Energy and solidarity) and social diversity (the extent to which an incubator context 
accommodates members of differing status or experiences).  Combining these two axes 
theoretically has the potential to produce four different ‘types’ of incubation based on patterns 
of social dynamics. These types should be regarded as ‘ideal’ in the sense that they represent a 
logical construction and it is to be expected that real empirical instances will be closer or nearer 
to the ‘archetype’ rather than a perfect representation of it. They do, however, appear consistent 
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with the ‘archetypes’ used by Barbero et al., (2012) as discussed in Chapter Three of this 
Doctoral Thesis.  
The main interest of the above typology is to draw attention to the likelihood that, in the same 
way that Barbero et al., (2012) shows the importance of different incubator objectives in 
determining what makes effective performance, the social dynamics will also vary in ways that 
reflect these objectives but also, because of their influence on entrepreneurs’ actions and 
feelings have important implications for how the incubator operates. In this respect it is 
therefore potentially desirable to include these variations in social dynamics in ongoing 
discussions of the impact of different types of incubator.  
7.5.5 Implications of spatial arrangement 
This research has shown that the spatial arrangement of the incubator impacted on the level of 
social interaction.  Thus, future studies could consider not only the physical layout of the 
incubator, but also the use of communal or ‘chill out’ zones to support the social mixing of 
incubatees.  This is not suggesting that individual work spaces should be replaced, and 
entrepreneurial isolation is not warranted, rather the approach suggested here is to strike a 
balance between the mundanity of entrepreneurial action and individual creativity.  
7.5.6 Reviewing the membership categories associated with incubation    
This research has shown that the membership categories within Portmanteau created problems 
(unintentionally) with respect to social interaction.  Thus, future research could consider how a 
flatter membership structure could be implemented and used.   The suggestion here is that 
incubatees could come and go as they please and run a ‘hot desk’ policy. Thus, not only would 
this form of open access allow them to meet others, it would also allow for serendipitous social 
relationship to be built, established and maintained – ultimately it is suggested that it would 
help them with their innovations. 
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7.6 Chapter conclusion 
This study set out to understand the complex nature of human experience (the gap in literature) 
within business incubators and bring real value (from entrepreneur’s perspective) to the field 
of incubation. To explore this gap in knowledge, 21 entrepreneurs (the research focus and unit 
of analysis) were purposively sampled across three of the five Portmanteau incubator facilities 
(see characteristics in Table 6 above) – two facilities declined to be part of this study.  Using 
the micro-sociological theoretical framework described in Chapter Three, the contextual, 
interpersonal and individual levels of incubator experience were captured.  This theoretical 
framework was operationalised through a qualitative/episodic ethnographic study that used 
overt-observations; semi-structured interviews, and Participant-led Photography. 
The key findings revealed that there were a number of interesting topics that inductively 
emerged from the data:  i) the relative absence of high energy rituals amongst full members; ii) 
reduced interaction possibilities for virtual members; iii) implications of spatial arrangement 
on Interaction Ritual; iv) the tension between the controls and structure; v) the significance of 
narrowly focused Impression Management and vi) the complex and sometimes contradictory 
nature of entrepreneurial identity necessary for a fully functioning incubator organisation.   
Thus, this study puts forward a number of contributions that will shape theoretical insights, 
enhance methodological practice and importantly bring value to practitioners (entrepreneurs 
and incubator staff alike) within the context of business incubation.    First, this study has shown 
that interaction ritual within the incubators was low, although it was expected to be ‘buzzing’ 
with entrepreneurs busily progressing ideas. This finding provides some empirical data to 
counter Collins’ view that ritualised action can be seen “… almost everywhere” (Collins, 2004, 
p. 15).  This suggests that the Interaction Rituals (as discussed above) may be more contingent: 
the physical arrangement of spaces, status distinction amongst members (virtual and full) and 
organisational governance (top down process) can all have an impact on interaction within the 
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incubator - the visible outcome is low energising ritualised action:  emptier spaces, low human 
movement during a typical day and low collaboration across the incubator 
It would seem, therefore, that social processes within the incubator function more 
independently than is suggested by Collins’ (2004) model of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory 
(Collins, 2004). Such contingencies meant that incubatees gave more personal attention to 
interpersonal dynamics (focused Impression Management strategies) and the construction of 
individual meaning than wider ritualised action – presenting a good front (Impression 
Management) was at the forefront of the incubatees mind, not socialising (ritualising) with 
others.  Where organisational attempts were made (beer and Pizza evening) to stimulate 
ritualisation these failed as members seemed to be focused on the lower levels of interaction 
(pub chat) with no opportunity to establish ‘fuller’ ritualised action taken.   
Similarly, this point in a sense offers a counter argument for Goss and Sadler-Smith’s (2018) 
model of opportunity creation (Goss and Sadler-Smith, 2018).  Goss and Sadler-Smith (2018) 
(whose model relies heavily on that of Collins’ 2004) claim that the intersubjective and 
subjective elements are connected. Data collected from the three Portmanteau incubators 
suggests that meaning construction was contained within the subjective level rather than shared 
intersubjectively.  Therefore, this study recognises that within multi-level frameworks (such as 
Collins’ mode of Interaction Ritual Chain Theory) that independent levels of analysis may be 
present.  Thus, augmenting Interaction Ritual Chain Theory with Impression Management and 
the concept of Framing has assisted in the exposure of this aspect.   
Next there is a significant methodological contribution of this study.   This study (for the first 
recorded time) successfully used the alliance of Participant Led-Photography and Goffman’s 
(1974) notion of Framing (Goffman, 1974).  This has permitted the participants (those who 
chose to use this method) to quite literally frame an aspect of their daily life as spontaneously 
as possible.  Thus, it exposed aspects about their ‘work’ and ‘home’ relationship (the liminal) 
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and in particular their consideration of entrepreneurial identity through images of food.   This 
has prompted thought on the way liminality and entrepreneurship are considered and without 
the flexibility of Participant Led-Photography it is unlikely that this understanding would have 
emerged. 
From a practical perspective, this study has implications for University business incubators and 
other variants with similar operating processes. The significant finding here is that the physical 
and managerial organisation of the incubator (the way it is arranged and subsequently managed) 
has considerable implications regarding the social dynamics (the patterns of human movement) 
that develop within it.   Therefore, a greater understanding of this phenomena, especially as it 
has not been reported in the literature, gives rise to a more nuanced understanding of how daily 
incubator practices can influence the entrepreneurial experience.   
With respect to the directions of future research, this study could be broadened to include 
different types of incubator.  Specifically, it points to the prospect of developing a study that 
would validate the dimensions (social intensity and social diversity) of the tentative typology 
(as suggested above), and to explore the extent to which these types are approximated to 
empirically. A study of this type would require a larger sample and potentially use a mixed 
method approach (quantitative and qualitative) to capture the suggested variations.  Next, the 
suggestion is that the model of Interaction Ritual Chain theory is redeployed in 
empirical/entrepreneurial contexts to validate two of the findings to emerge from this study, 
namely: the regeneration of Emotional Energy to help entrepreneurs complete mundane tasks 
and the to explore further the ‘flipping’ of one of the ingredients of ritual on the input side of 
the model as part of identity construction.   Another, area for future research is the implications 
of spatial arrangement on entrepreneurial practice.  It is suggested that this is explored with the 
aim of developing a concept for a purpose - built incubation facility that blends creativity, 
through a vibrant socially dynamic space, but maintains space for entrepreneurial isolation to 
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progress new ventures.  Lastly, the membership categories associated with these forms of 
incubator need to be revisited through further research, especially has it has been shown that 
virtual members were socially disadvantaged because of the organisation processes awarding 
membership. Thus, there is scope to explore different membership types offered in business 
incubation that are more inclusive, flexible and socially agile. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 – Photo-brief 
Side one: 
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Side two: 
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide 
 
“Incubated entrepreneurs:” a study into the everyday experiences of business 
incubation through a micro-sociological lens. 
 
February 2014 
Entrepreneur Photo Interview Guide 
 
General overview: 
• Background to research; 
• About the interview; 
• Confidentiality. 
 
Probes:    
These are some of the areas that might be raised by the participants and interviewer, by asking them “tell 
me about this photograph.”   
• Entrepreneurial background; 
• About their business; 
• About the business incubator; 
• Incubation process; 
• Incubator staff and resources available; 
• Perception of the business incubator; 
• Their typical day – how it unfolds, takes shape or changes; 
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• Different situations (interactions, meetings, presentations, pitches, 
discussions, social events and other events) they get involved in 
and the strategies used; 
• Situations they like or dislike; 
• Motivation or demotivation; 
• Interaction with others (incubator staff), 
• Relationships with others (incubator staff); 
• Interaction with fellow entrepreneurs’; 
• Relationships with fellow entrepreneurs’; 
• Likes and dislikes about the incubator, the incubation process; 
• Attitudes, thoughts, feelings and behaviour; 
• What is important to them; 
• What is not important to them; 
• Impression they give off – is that important, does it change across 
the day;  
• How they want to be perceived and viewed by others (incubator 
staff) and fellow entrepreneurs’; 
• Their identity and image they want to foster; 
• The perception of others (incubator staff); 
• Proximity with others (incubator staff) and entrepreneurs’; 
• Events that are successful and others that are not; 
• Insight into their world   - a behind the scenes look; 
• Things they would change or improve. 
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Appendix 3 – Sample interview transcript 
Interview extract – Thomas, Incubator B. 
[Researcher] How has Portmanteau helped you manage risk?  
 
[Researcher] In terms of risk how has Portmanteau [Incubator B] helped you?  
[Thomas] “I think there’s a couple of sides to that. So, the first, first thing is at the beginning 
of a business where you got your idea, your fag packet, whatever you’ve got um SETsquared 
at the beginning was y’know helpful in a number of ways on specific advice and quite a lot of 
seminars were running at that time. in the building down in room eight, monthly seminars from 
experts. So, when you, I’ve come out of a corporate environment where let’s say I knew how 
to run a, a p and l, y’know run a business, recruit people, find customers but there’s a lot more 
to running a whole business as an entrepreneur than doing that in a corporate environment 
because a lot of things are taken care of and a lot of things are easy because you are part of a 
big firm.  So, what was good was at that time when I first joined there’s some kind of, let’s say 
assessment of where you were and um I got point help on a number of different topics so and I 
could avail myself of these sessions, which were really quite good.  So a lawyer or an IP guy 
or an accountant, all sorts of people would come in, talk for an hour, free bacon sandwich and 
you’d have a chat with other entrepreneurs as well and maybe we’d come on to it later about 
the social aspects of work that’s, but that’s definitely one for us to pick back up. So, the, the 
value of that for example we, there was a session by a commercial drafting company  y’know 
kind of practical legal you would call it and um they talked about do’s and don’ts in contracts 
and again you come from a commercial, big corporate environment, I was responsible for 
negotiating with my customers but I had a full qualified lawyer there all the time to help me, I 
could get the drafting’s done, I knew what the boundaries were and the company would just 
say no we’re not doing that.  It was quite clear really. When you are running your own firm you 
might have those rules in mind but you’ve gone from big corporate to y’know SME and how 
your customers treat you reflects that to some extent.  And of course you don’t really want to 
pay for a lawyer all the time because that’s probably more money than ya gonna make in the 
whole year anyway.  So, um got to meet those guys and then got them to me help me draft some 
standard contracts and do a little bit of point help when I got stuck in a contract or a bit of 
difficulty.  So,  the two things, so you got the, the guidance and support the mentoring type of 
side directly in SETsquared and then you got the, how it facilitates you to y’know meet other 
organisations who can help you and you can get a bit of free advice in effect.” 
 
[Researcher] And those other organisations they are the experts, the accountant, export, 
lawyer? 
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[Thomas] “Exactly, because quite often you could solve something with a ten minute chat with 
somebody where you go actually I haven’t got a big problem there really Y’know you’ve 
explained some particular issue, for example a HR specialist will come in and say, oh there’s 
new legislation about maternity provisions or there’s and ya listen to it and go that’s interesting, 
I was a bit concerned about that I might get caught by that but now I am not so worried.  So, 
you can park the problem, hasn’t cost you a penny rather than calling somebody up and 
[mumbled] about it.” 
 
[Researcher] And when you go in to see these experts, how do you feel yourself?  Is it the 
kind of interaction where you are um able to tell them everything?  Is it transparent? 
 
[Thomas] “Er, in the topic area that you’re dealing with.  Um, take the view some of them like 
the commercial lawyers ….will be really engaging in the company, y’know we have non-
disclosure with them about what we are doing and various things.  Most of the other things 
have been more casual bits of advice, but  If you think about it as a small company but still 
dealing in the corporate world, in theory you would need quite a lot of infrastructure to be able 
to carry on but you can’t really afford it but you need to avail yourself with enough advice to 
say I’m not to, the risk versus the cost, that bit of advice will do me for now, and y’know if we 
get a bit more serious in this area and then I’ll move on and engage these people.” 
 
[Researcher] I’m led me to believe it’s like going to see a doctor.  You go in to a doctor, 
this is the problem, offload, this is the solution and come out.  Is it like that? 
 
[Thomas] “Um, probably a bit more um, well if you’re paying I think it’s more like going to 
see the doctor, more formal. I see it’s more like saying, I’ll buy you a pint in the pub and tell 
me, I’ll tell you my problems and you’ll swill the pint with me and you’ll give me some ideas 
back.  So, if you are not engaging, y’know if you’re not letting them hit the clock and charge 
you, you have to weedle the information out in a more friendly and casual way, enough for you 
to go, that will do, thanks very much I don’t need to actually hire you.” 
 
[Researcher] What image are you trying to project when you go and see these people to 
get that, to weedle this information out so they don’t charge you? 
 
[Thomas] “y’know it’s the opposite of what you’re normally doing.  Outside to the customers 
you are projecting bigger, professional experts. To these guys ya going we’re poor SMEs look 
we’re in the incubator y’know we can, y’know we are hardly getting anywhere. So, y’know 
can you help me out.  But, but these guys are party to that.  They know that, I mean just like 
the incubator is part of a chain that can lead you to have five hundred billion square feet in the 
BoC building, in the same way these guys come in willingly, do clinics and sessions where we 
can book slots, knowing that one day we might be super successful want to dispose of our 
234 
 
business, y’know have a big audit done whatever.  They’re, they’re working the market in the 
long run.” 
 
[Researcher] Did you ever pick up that’s there’s a means to an end in it for them? 
 
[Thomas] “Yeah absolutely, Yeah absolutely. We all understand what it’s about and even with 
the mentors inside the, inside the situation here.  Y’know that some of them are looking for a 
bit of extra consultancy outside, as well as…. I can give you an hour a month just to keep you 
on the straight and narrow [I’ve experienced that] Exactly, I know you have. So, y’know you 
take, again mentors you’ve got to be a grown up about this, people are aren’t all working for 
complete charitable means, but you can take some of the things you need and if you need more 
ya gonna probably have to put your pen, y’know your hand in your pocket and pay for some of 
it.  But you won’t just blow your money getting a range of expert services that you don’t need. 
So, it just, I suppose if you think about it maybe twenty years ago if you wanted to start a, start 
up a business what would, what would have been the costs and… number one you’d have to 
leased a building, singed a five or ten year lease, put your house on probably for security um 
and then you’d… probably ….to engage some of these experts, because I don’t think there’s a 
sort of fluid advice and, and the sorta places we’ve got now, incubators we’ve got now to help 
you.  So, I think this environments lowered the entry cost really or… lowered the difficulty 
level made more conservative entrepreneurs think I could do it now.  I certainly, when through 
the wave of thinking oh Jesus there’s a lot I don’t know, but then after coming here and thinking 
actually I, y’know I can do this. Whereas, I think …………..the threshold for going forward 
twenty years ago, the amount of risk, the limited support you’d have to be more determined, 
more risk oriented or have more cash to start with” 
 
[Researcher] Ok. So, what about the workshops, the kinda investor readiness stuff that? 
 
[Thomas] “Yeah I did, I went through that [investor readiness]…. 
 
[Researcher] How did you find those? 
 
[Thomas] “Well, I wasn’t particularly an investible type company so I got a lot, it was quite 
interesting, I got a lot of stick really in those workshops, because I felt they, well of course they 
were biased towards getting people who wanted investment.  I didn’t really want investment 
because at that time we were mostly a services company.  Therefore, we’re not going to make 
a fantastic return but we’re not gonna go bust, Er and actually yeah investors want great returns 
it would have just been diluting us really.  So……But the investor readiness was useful because 
it did help us think about the message, yeah what is it we’re doing, all the things presenting 
back to your peers and them going X I wouldn’t buy that, Y’know try again.  So, that was all 
very good.  In fact we had a few sessions, we had sessions on branding, what’s the strapline of 
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your business, ……….quite a few things going on at that time just to get you going and you 
can’t underestimate, just like yourself, in an environment like SETsquared you’re learning from 
other people all the time - decisions they’re making, things you hear them say over the phone 
and vice-versa.  I, I’ve been in there and said to somebody don’t buy from them. Y’know I ‘ve 
talked to somebody else about y’know website development and this firm really let them down, 
so why don’t you go through the door and talk to these guys instead. So, y’know there is, there’s 
an element of support there that you get that helps you to cut out some, maybe some bad 
decisions or speed you to an easy good choice.” 
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Appendix 4 – Coded data sample 
 
This appendix shows coded (ritualising focus) interview extracts from interviews undertaken 
with three participants from all three incubators.  The coding (stage II, as discussed in Chapter 
Four) is shown.   Code descriptions (taken from the code table) are also included as a guide.  
All extracts are anonymised. 
  
Coded interview extract Ted (incubator A)  interview 
So, so every like y’know half an hour, not half an hour that would be ridiculous … couple of hours 
maybe[EN286], we say who wants to go and get a coffee[EN147], walk along the corridor and have a 
chat about[EN2]…. what you’re doing today, did you fix that problem you’re having yesterday[EN3]  
 
 
and you get ya coffee and you walk back[EN147] and I like that, that’s really good[EN297/296].   
 
Oh absolutely yeah I think that's great[EN286] and you can have some conversations that are really 
helpful[EN2/3; EN297] 
 
About your business? 
 
Yeah, you get , makes you know think[EN286] of something you haven’t necessarily thought of 
before[[EN286],  
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Sharing that, that’s good[EN286/EN2/3] because um its different conversations[EN2/3] that I would 
just have with Tim[EN286], my co-founder 
 
So, it’s different perspectives[EN2/3] 
 
 
and although the way this thing is structured[EN147], is that although we walk past all these other 
offices[EN2/3] 
 
I don’t really know, I don’t really know many of the people[EN156] who are in there, because their all 
in their office with their closed doorsEN156/2].  So, I think being in the shared office is 
great[EN3/286/46]  
because i get that interaction[EN3/147] 
 
 
Coded interview extract from Nigel (incubator A) interview 
[Researcher] Can you just talk me through how you see those relationships and interactions within 
those groups of people [incubator manager, administrators, entrepreneur-in-residence]?  
 
[heavy sigh]  So, so, the first one is the, the Manager, so that would be Pascal. Pascal Um, I, I have a 
good relationship with Pascal.  Pascal has been following the business for longer than I’ve been in there 
Um, I mean Pascal is there if we need him [EN2], [EN46] and when we need him and we have used 
him on occasions and he’s been very effective for us… Er, so, I wouldn’t say we have er, no we’re not 
buddies [EN46] or anything like that but we have a good relationship and it works for us. The, the staff 
who are mainly downstairs are, are quite friendly [EN46].  They, they are as helpful as they could be, 
I, would say they’re just good staff really.  Nothing, nothing more really to say about that.  I mean, 
what I would say actually, an addition, sorry I do have one more thing to say.  Is they, they give the, 
they give the place a nice, warm friendly feel. [EN46]. 
 
[Researcher] Who, who, who the staff downstairs? 
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Yeah… [Researcher] Or Pascal? 
 
The administration people [the ladies]… they ‘re sort of very friendly people … [mumbled] Pascal and 
the entrepreneurs in residence do as well, but those, those ladies are always here and they’re always, 
their quite a high touch point for me [EN286], EN297]. So, so, I do go down there.  Y’know I do talk 
to them several times a week, by email, by telephone And, and, and when I’m here…  [EN147], [EN46], 
[EN3] 
 
[Researcher] Is that, is that about work stuff or is that about y’know general chit chat? 
 
The reason for talking to them is, is work, but there is general chit chat around that [EN2] and I think, 
I think they’re just [mumbled] y’know just gives a nice friendly feel to the place I think. [EN46], 
[EN297].  
 
[Researcher] Ok, and what do you think it would be like without them there? 
 
It would, it would be a little bit more serious.  No, sorry.  There would be less, less er [pause] it would 
be just as serious, ….i don’t want to give the wrong impression, but, but they, they sort of give it a 
lighter friendlier mood [EN46] in my opinion. You don’t, you don’t discuss work [EN2] with them, 
it’s not something they’re interested in and probably not within their expertise.  I don’t know that it 
isn’t but I’d be surprised if it is………………” 
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Coded interview extract from Holly (incubator B) interview 
[Researcher] How does your typical day unfold in the context of being here [the incubator]?  What’s it 
like for you? 
 
Um, I will, er it depends whose in, if it’s the more chatty [EN2] ones the often the day would begin 
with a chat [EN2] 
 
[Researcher] Ok, and you like a chat? 
 
I do although it’s not particularly good for me often, but often I will gain from it.  I try not to…. 
 
[Researcher] Gain?   How do you gain? 
 
Gain, [EN46] gain because I always learn from them. [EN3],   I’m, I’m a big believer in I really 
appreciate the input [EN3] I get from other people and the, I, I, I’m a sort of sharer learner and often, 
often I am asking questions [EN3]because I just really y’know….  I think also in the environment if 
you, if you’re with people who you think are more experienced or more, have wise, y’know have 
wisdom are, [EN156], [EN297]then y’know that is really good and I think, there’ve been groups, there, 
there are other networking groups, there are other forums that I could have joined, but I chose this one 
because I felt the calibre of people here is, is really, really high [EN46], [EN147, EN286] and so y’know 
their intellectually very good, there very business wise there very competent and actually, therefore, 
having conversations [EN3] with them I take away y’know good creative ideas or, or practical ideas 
[EN297], [EN286], [EN46]. 
 
 
 
Coded interview extract from Kevin (incubator C) interview 
[Researcher] Is there much interaction between the offices and the hot desk area? 
 
Um, not, not, not by chance. [EN2], [EN46] I mean there is for me and I think I’m a rarity in that case. 
Um, because, they are a good market for me because they need small websites and the facility actually 
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pays for them because they get sort of grant funding. So it’s a good source of revenue for me and as a 
result I kinda have to engage with them [EN2], [EN46]  as I say as I’ve already said I enjoy that, and I 
enjoy being involved.  So, there isn’t a great deal of interaction, between myself, Alan and Toby. [EN2]. 
 
Obviously we’ve all come through the hot desk, so we actually know some of the people in the hot 
desk that have been there for years. There’s a guy that runs a business called Black Screen and there’s 
a couple of other people in there that we get on there ………and we chat with them when we see them 
[EN46] in the café and when [EN2], when we bump into them in the corridor and sometime [EN2] they 
pop in and ask us a question about marketing or something and we’ll chat with them.  [EN2], [EN46]. 
 
 
 
Extract from code table (ritualising codes). 
 
ID Code Description 
EN2 interaction of entrepreneurs 
(superficial) 
casual meetings/ chat; superficial level 
EN3 interaction of entrepreneurs 
(deep) 
meetings, discussion, engagement with specific 
purpose 
EN46 Emotional Energy Expression/indication suggesting an ‘up’ or ‘down’ 
reaction (e.g., positive, active words, example of 
being excited or energised)  
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EN147 Rituals / patterns  words or expressions suggesting established or 
repeated patterns of interaction with some consistent 
features 
EN156 Included/excluded Words of phrases indicating membership or non-
membership of specific situations 
EN286 Repeated social interaction Indications of repeated social interaction between 
two or more people in person  (more than a casual 
hello or exchange of routine pleasantries) 
EN297 Group solidarity Indications of people coming together for a shared 
purpose and feeling loyalty and responsibility for 
this 
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Appendix 5 – Extract from Participant Led-Photography interview 
 
[Researcher] Wow – that looks delicious.  Ok we are looking at box here, I think it’s a 
cardboard box or brown paper box with lots of different foods inside an um … X has 
rotated it and it looks great. So, explain away.  
It's a Bento box, a Japanese um take away box essentially.. really um and on er .. japanease 
food is one of my favourite things ever, but on a Thursday there is a street food market just 
behind um er in temple quay which is just two minutes’ walk and I went there one day expecting 
to buy like a falafel or something and I noticed a Japanese stand and they were selling Tacko 
Yaki which is these  kind of  fried octopus balls which is something you never ever see so I just 
had to buy it and it was delicious ..  
[Researcher] was it… so, did you bring that back to the office?  
Yeah I did yeah …  
[Researcher] so… [mumbled] do you always go out?   
Er yeah I do, I always either go to Philpots .. which is just around the corner or maybe walk up 
into town…. for a stroll and sit by the river or something….  
[Researcher] And do you go out on your own or alone or with a group   
Um either ……  
[Researcher] fellow entrepreneurs   
um I usually go out with X [co-founder] in which case its more of a working lunch or just gonna 
go on my own. .   
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[Researcher] Do you ever nip out with any entrepreneurs here… [tut] EIRs here…. Do 
you ever mix that part?  
No, never done that with them… I sometimes go out with some of the other people in the room  
[Researcher] So for you what does it mean for you to get out and go and buy some lunch?  
Er well its er it's a bit of fresh air a chance to go and not be sat in front of the computer but I 
find those times where I am not y’know explicitly thinking about work is a good time for 
y’know things to resolve in my mind.  I find that happens if I am working on a problem like 
there’s a bug or need to find a solution to something it will come to me when I am in the shower 
or washing up, those are the two times…….  standing there doing the washing up and the 
answer comes and then also walking to and from work or cycling is another….. so that's why I 
like to for a [walk] ….. if you are here on a Thursday …… 
 
[Researcher] Brilliant stuff, are there any more? 
This is food!  Well this one I just took yesterday, and I didn’t take for the intention of this 
interview but . . . . 
[Researcher] Ya gonna use it anyway [laugh] 
I am gonna use it anyway because I realised that is the key to keep me going.  I think it is good 
to have healthy food and er especially when y’know when I was staying, my wife joined me a 
few weeks ago…. But before that it was more about being by ourself.  I think food is key to 
keep in going In the longer run. 
[Researcher] Is that food you get here? 
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Yeah. Think most of my meals before my wife came in was eating at the café Er so I was 
basically living off the café basically.  Er.. 
[Researcher] So is food, in terms of your day, your typical day, is food your time when 
you have your food is that really important to you? 
The time is not important, the food is important 
[Researcher] The food is important? 
So, I could be a really busy day I could be doing my business work, entrepreneurship work 
whatever work with food 
[Researcher] And you choose to stay on campus to do that.  You don’t go out campus to 
get you food and get a break or? 
Normally busy on my desk doing some work… replying to some emails…. 
[Researcher] Right, so you buy ya food, go back to your desk.  Ok, is that what others do 
you think, tend to? 
Funnily enough when I was in India was a major part of work life was having food with your 
colleagues Er and talking to them about work or work-related stuff. Whereas over here I think 
it’s more of the local culture where you don’t, I don’t what the culture is ….. but I have never 
seen people like meeting up for lunch…… its more about 
[Researcher] And when you take your food back to your office is it not a eat and share?  
Is it just everyone just. . .  
Yeah, yeah 
[Researcher] Just on their own   
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On their own, yeah 
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Appendix 6 –  Images captured by the participants and the emergence of two themes (in colour) - (food and home) 
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Appendix 7 –  Example of an analysed image 
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Appendix 8 – Ethics pack 
This appendix contains (makes reference to) the following documents:  University of Surrey 
Ethics committee approval letter, Participant information sheet; Consent forms; Recruitment 
poster and email message; photo-brief (see appendix 1); cover letters from incubator managers. 
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University of Surrey ethical approval letter 
Side one: 
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Side two: 
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Participant information sheet 
This Section contains the study’s Participant Information Sheet. 
 
 
 
 
 
Participant Information Sheet  
 
April 2014 v3 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE   “Incubated entrepreneurs”: a study into the everyday 
experiences of business incubation 
 
 
Chapter introduction 
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My name is William Lanham-New and I am a PhD research student at the Surrey Business School, 
University of Surrey.  I am the lead researcher for this project and I have developed this Participant 
information Sheet to give you specific information about it, and to invite you to take part in this research.  
Before you decide, it would be beneficial to understand why the research is being done and what this 
will involve for you, should you wish to participate.  Please take the time to read the following 
information carefully.  
 
 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of this study is to explore the day-to-day experiences of entrepreneurs during daily incubator 
life.  I hope this will help to give a better understanding of the processes of incubation and how this 
shapes business innovation. 
 
When will this study take place? 
The fieldwork phase of this project will take place during a five-month period between May and 
September 2014. I will liaise with each facility to organise times when I will be on site. This is likely to 
be in 1 week tranches, when I will conduct observations, face-to-face (semi-structured) interviews and 
manage the Participant led photography part of the fieldwork.  I am not able to confirm the exact timing 
of these blocks at the moment. 
 
Why have I been invited to take part in the study? 
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You have the opportunity to take part in this research study because you are a member of the business 
incubator community. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
No, you do not have to participate. There will be no adverse consequences in terms of your status within 
the business incubator should you not participate. If you decide to participate you can withdraw at any 
time without giving a reason.  If a participant withdraws from the research study, data associated with 
participant will be disposed of in accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998).  There is no latest time 
when a participant can withdraw from the study and therefore no practical constraints. 
 
What will I have to do? 
This project uses three different ways to collect data from participants: (1) Overt ethnographic 
observations of activities; (2) Face-to-face (semi-structured) interviews and (3) Participant-Led 
Photography  and post-photo interviews.  The following Sections highlight each approach.   
 
Overt ethnographic observation:  
Ethnography is a research approach that focusses on describing and interpreting the social world from 
first-hand field study. In the context of this study, therefore, I will be observing participants in the 
incubator settings. I will make known to the participants that this is what I am doing. The observations 
will allow me to make a written record of what happens during daily incubator life at: meetings, events, 
presentations and some social gatherings. These observations will focus on general social activity rather 
than on the specific behaviour of particular individuals. Where this requires the mention of individuals, 
they will not be identified by name but by an anonymous code.     
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Face-to-Face (semi-structured) interviews: 
I will also conduct face-to-face (semi-structured) interviews with the Business incubator managers and 
other incubator staff.   The purpose of these interviews is to gain their perspective of daily incubator life 
to supplement the other research approaches being undertaken.  It is anticipated that each interview will 
last between one and two hours. These interviews will seek a more personal reflection.  These interviews 
will take place within the timeframe shown above.    Participants will volunteer to be interviewed and 
like the other approaches used; their anonymity will be maintained by the use of an anonymous code. 
 
Participant Led Photography with post photo interviewing: 
Participant-Led Photography  is an approach to capture daily incubator life, from the participant’s 
perspective using images taken with their mobile phone. Following a bespoke photo-brief, participants 
will be invited to take 12-15 images using their phone during their week (taken as and when the 
participant decides) and then discuss these with the researcher in an interview.  
 
This is termed post-photo interviewing and allows the interviewee to capture what they see as important 
(rather than what the interviewer might think important). This activity will take place within the 
timeframe shown above. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages or risks of taking part? 
No disadvantages have been identified. 
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
258 
 
Participants will help to generate a better understanding of the lived-experience of incubation. Although 
this may not benefit them personally, the knowledge produced will hopefully contribute to making future 
incubation support more effective. 
What happens when the research study stops? 
Once the research study stops the data will be managed as detailed below.  Permission to include any 
visual material in subsequent publications will be granted by the participants, as agreed within the 
Participant-Led Photography  consent form. Participants will receive a summarised version of the 
findings.   
What if there is a problem? 
If there is a problem during the research study then please use the information below to contact me and/or 
supervisors, as listed below. 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
As discussed above, this project uses three different ways to collect data from participants: (1) Overt 
ethnographic observations; (2) Face-to-face (semi-structured) interviews and (3) Participant Led 
Photography and post-photo interviews. All collected data will be managed appropriately to maintain 
participant confidentiality and anonymity. 
 
 
Personal or other data that is collected, used, retained, and disposed of will be managed, in accordance 
with the Data Protection Act (1998).   
During data collection, each participant will be allocated a unique alpha-numeric code, which will be 
known only to the researcher and used throughout the project.  This alpha-numeric code uniquely links 
the participant to the data but maintains participant anonymity. 
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Data in the form of imagery, collected by the participants, will be subject to specific guidelines to 
maintain anonymity and confidentiality as provided in the photo-brief. 
During Thesis write-up, and any findings that may be disseminated through publications and or reports, 
participants will be anonymised by using pseudonyms. These aliases will carry no identifying or 
distinguishing characteristics (nicknames, business name, and product information).   This separation 
between participant and data will maintain anonymity between incubator staff and entrepreneurs.  This 
will also ensure anonymity within and between sites.  Thus, location information will not be disclosed 
and therefore presents no risk.Both research data (any material collected, observed or created for the 
purpose of analysis and on which research conclusions are based (with the exception of participant 
collected imagery, which is to be stored by the participant in a responsible manner)) and research project 
data (data collected as part of the administration of the research project but is not analysed to draw any 
research conclusions) will be retained for a minimum of ten and six years respectively in accordance 
with the University of Surrey Ethical Principles.  
What about commercially sensitive information? 
If the participant or researcher identifies some data as commercially sensitive (during or after the 
collection process), then the researcher will sign a “non-disclosure agreement” to protect that what has 
been disclosed.  Information deemed possibly commercially sensitive will not be included in any 
publications, thesis and reports without prior consent of the respondent or facility manager.  The use of 
a “non-disclosure agreement” will be discussed with each facility manager and participant. 
Contact details of researcher and, where appropriate supervisor? 
Contact information 
Lead Researcher:  William Lanham-New 
 
    Mr. William Lanham-New 
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PhD Research Fellow  
Surrey Business School 
Faculty of Business, Economics and Law 
University of Surrey 
Guildford 
Surrey 
GU2 7XH 
 
    Tel:   01483 300800 
    M: 07720268414 
    E: w.j.lanham-new@surrey.ac.uk 
Supervisor:   Professor D. Goss 
    E: j.nash@surrey.ac.uk (Assistant to Professor Goss) 
 
 
Supervisor:    Professor M. Di Domenico 
    E: m.didomenico@surrey.ac.uk Who is organising and  
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funding the research? 
University of Surrey, Faculty of Business, Economics and Law 
Who has reviewed the project? 
The study has been reviewed and received a favourable opinion from the University of Surrey Ethics 
Committee. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this Information Sheet. 
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Consent forms 
This Section contains three consent forms, one for each data collection method, i.e., 
observation; interview and Participant-led Photography. 
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265 
 
Recruitment poster and email message 
This Section contains the study’s recruitment poster.   
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Email message 
 
“Incubated entrepreneurs”: a study into the everyday experiences of business incubation 
 
Dear X, 
 
Are you interested in participating in a research study within this incubator?  The purpose of 
this study is to explore the day-to-day experiences of entrepreneurs during daily incubator 
life.  I hope this will help to give a better understanding of the processes of incubation and 
how this shapes business innovation. 
 
This is a unique opportunity to get involved in a research project.  Please respond to register 
your interest. 
 
 
Kind regards.
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Photo-brief 
The photo-brief can be seen in Appendix one above. It was placed there to support the structure 
(in terms of reading it) of the document. 
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Cover letters from incubator managers 
This Section contains three cover letters from each of the incubator managers.  Each letter has 
been anoymised 
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Incubator A: cover letter  
270 
 
Incubator B: cover letter 
 
271 
 
Cover letter: incubator C 
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